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ABSTRACT

A digital skills gap has been noted in the literature as college students are joining the
workforce lacking the communication competencies needed and expected by employers.
Workplace communication is characterized by multimodal expression. The multimodal
communication environment is complex and ever-changing requiring workers to possess
multiple literacies, but what are these multiple literacies? The purpose of this study was to
conduct a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis (QIMS) of multimodality and multiliteracies
to theorize a meta-literacy model in digital multimodal communication. The four meta-literacies
may serve as future building blocks to inform pedagogies that may help close the digital
workplace gap. The four meta-literacies proposed in this dissertation were: (1) digital literacy,
(2) multimedia literacy, (3) multimodal literacy, and (4) rhetorical literacy. The ultimate goal is
to have a more complete and cohesive understanding of what it means to be a multiliterate
communicator. Using QIMS, the study cast a broad net to collect data from a wide range and
number of sources. A chronology of nine frameworks were examined for evidence of the four
meta-literacies while over 110 sources contributed to the definitional boundaries established for
the literacies. Overarching themes from the frameworks and definitional literature informed a
model for four meta-literacies in digital multimodal communication. The four meta-literacy
model has theoretical and practical implications. The application of the QIMS approach in
communication research has methodological implications.
Keywords: Digital multimodal communication, multimodality, multiliteracies, digital
literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy, meta-literacies
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The digital workplace gap has been noted for some time now (Hobbs, 2017; King, 2015;
Sparks et al., 2016), and the current COVID “pandemic has accelerated this gap” (A growing
digital skills crisis, 2022, para. 2) According to Lodewick (2022), the pandemic has also made it
apparent that digital skills are essential skills and that quality jobs require digital skills efficacy.
The COVID pandemic brought about a global phenomenon known as “the great resignation”
(Solis, 2022, para. 2). The great resignation has referred to the record number of workers who
left the job market during the COVID pandemic (Parker & Horowitz, 2022).
Experts have warned that a “great digital divide” (para. 2) now looms due to workers who
lack needed digital competencies. It is estimated that three out of four workers currently lack the
digital skills necessary that businesses require (Conklin, 2022). Some of the key entry-level
digital skills mentioned included computer, social media, and web-based communications and
research skills, while advanced skills included digital content creation and digital design and data
visualization (Solis, 2022). Both Solis (2022) and Lodewick (2022) cited a Salesforce study that
concluded 76% of knowledge workers did not feel prepared for a digital future (Spiegel, 2022).
A “digital skills gap” exists as college students emerge without the necessary
“competencies and habits of mind that are at the core of every job in a knowledge economy”
which includes “creating digital and multimedia documents” (Hobbs, 2017, p. 4). In fact, there is
“widespread concern” that educational systems “have failed to deliver the digital literacies
necessary for young people in the twenty-first century” (Jones et al., 2022, p. 187).
These habits of mind are also notably reflected in the “soft skills gap” with includes
communication, adaptability, and problem-solving (Ferreira et al., 2022). A “rapidly changing
work environment” calls for “rapidly transforming skills” (p. 2).
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Modern business communication is rapidly transforming as new communication
technologies are introduced. Workers must be adept across multiple modes and channels to
create communication in digital multimodal landscapes like email, PowerPoint, virtual meetings,
social media, etc. Business professionals must possess multiple skills as they make daily
communication decisions (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). Because common workplace
communication requires a significant amount of design and visual communication, Andrews
(2016) has argued that professional communication programs need to prioritize visual rhetoric in
pedagogical practices and approaches. Relevant business communication pedagogies must
prepare students to integrate multiple modes in their communication to meet the demands of a
multimodal workplace environment.
Complex Communication Environment
Modern digital communication is complex (Ross et al., 2020; Sparks et al., 2016).
Communication emerged from the 20th century wholly transformed; practitioners were faced
with an increasingly multimodal communication environment (Jewitt & Kress, 2008). In this
new environment, there are myriad choices between channels (online, email, instant messaging,
text, Snap, and more) and modalities (text, visuals, audio, gestural, color, and more).
Communicators now have multiple options in digital spaces about how and where to construct
and deliver their messages as technology continues to evolve (Sparks et al., 2016).
All this begs the question: what literacies do individuals need to be effective in a
communicative environment that is both digital and multimodal? It is clear that multiple
literacies and competencies are needed. Through a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis
(QIMS) approach, this dissertation will explore multimodality and multiliteracies for answers.

FOUR META-LITERACIES

23

A Digital and Multimodal Communication Environment
New technologies have enabled content creation that is both digital and multimodal
(McGrail et al., 2021). Because all “digital texts are inherently multimodal” (Tan et al., 2015, p.
560), the term digital multimodal communication is used throughout this qualitative
interpretative meta-synthesis investigation to describe the specific workplace communication
being studied here.
The term multimodality has been attributed to Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) and to the
New London Group (Iedma, 2003; Lauer, 2009). The New London Group included ten scholars
who met to discuss literacy concerns in 1994 (Cazden et al, 1996). New technologies, including
the Internet, were causing disruption in workplace communication, education, and society. The
group perceived that communication was evolving and would alter traditional structures and
channels in the workplace. The New London Group responded by proposing that new
pedagogical approaches would need to be developed to meet demand for multi-skilled workers.
New communication technologies allowed multiple modes of communication to be combined in
new ways to create meaning. A new communication environment called for a new kind of
communicator who was both multiliterate and multimodal.
Multiliteracies and Multimodality
The New London Group’s (Cazden et al., 1996) seminal work on multiliteracies and
multimodality has influenced a diversity of scholarship and pedagogical practices since the late
twentieth century. Since then, the “importance of developing multiliteracies” has been widely
noted (Liang & Lim, 2021, p. 306; also see Cook, 2002; Feerrar, 2019; Mills et al., 2020; Selber,
2004; Sparks et al., 2016). Multiliterate communicators are needed to produce effective
communication in digital multimodal spaces.
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Most business professionals are not formally trained as designers but by necessity make
multimodal design decisions daily using communication technologies like PowerPoint slide
decks (Duarte, 2016). As businesses have moved away from having entire design departments,
individuals are entrusted with making semiotic mode choices (Austin, 2009). Semiotic modes are
individual components—such as color, symbols, composition, text, font, images, audio,
animation, language, gesture, and more—that work together with the content to create meaning
(Jewitt & Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010; Sindoni & Moschini, 2022). Individuals entering the
workforce need to be prepared for a multimodal communication environment because those
particular “skills are required for the workplace” (Dressen-Hammouda & Wigham, 2022, p. 2).
Workplace demand for effective multimodal communicators has been documented in the
literature. Communication skills are prized by employers who are seeking job candidates (Coffelt
et al, 2019). Employees with strong communication skills project a professional persona and
bring value to their organizations (Lentz, 2013).
Over 15 years ago, Brumberger (2005) noted that almost every day, business
professionals are tasked with making visual communication choices that are both rhetorical and
multimodal in their daily work. The modern workplace has only deepened this reality as workers
present in virtual meetings, create social media posts, and communicate on a host of platforms.
To confront the challenges of a complex communication environment, training must incorporate
a “more layered approach that includes acquiring literacies and competencies across humanistic
and technological fields” (Dusenberry et al., 2015, p. 300). It is not enough for business
professionals to have basic literacy—reading, writing, arithmetic; they require multiple,
specialized, literacies including digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and
rhetorical literacy (Cazden et al., 1996; Cook, 2002; Dusenberry et al., 2015; Eshet-Alkalai,
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2004; Feerrar, 2019; Gallagher, 2020; Selber, 2004; Sindoni et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2016).
They must possess multiliteracies.
ADDRESSING THE PROBLEM
The problem is the digital workplace gap and the need for effective digital multimodal
communicators. Employers who have the misconception that recent college graduates possess a
certain technological “savvy” may find a disconnect between their expectations of digital
technological ability and the skillset of new workers (Sparks et al., 2016, p. 2). Pedagogy and
literacy are at the root of this problem. A cursory glance at the literacies that have been proposed
for developing a multi-literate population will reveal confusing definitions, a myriad of
frameworks under different definitional umbrellas, conflated terminology, and more. It is no
wonder that Tseronis and Forceville (2017) have labeled multimodality literature as a
“definitional snake pit” (p. 4). Jacobs (2013) has illustrated the confusion created among
“practitioners and researchers” due to the conflation of terms (p. 99). Within the educational
field, the concepts of multiliteracies, multimodalities, digital literacy, and digital technology
integration have often been used “interchangeably” (p. 99).
Multimodal communicators, who possess multiple literacies, are needed to meet
workforce demands for effective business communications. Sparks et al. (2016) have noted a
general perception by employers that recent college graduates possess “technology savvy” only
to find that these new employees had limited digital and information literacy skills (p. 2).
Unfortunately, there “appears to be a disjunction between perceptions of fluency with digital
technology and effectiveness in actual use” (p. 2). Employers are not the only ones who assume
today’s students possess digital literacy. Many educators do as well (Anthonysamy & Hew,
2020, p. 2394).
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Although it is widely known that a digital workplace skills gap exists (Hobbs, 2017;
King, 2015; Sparks et al., 2016), it remains unclear what literacies are needed for communicators
to be effective in digital multimodal environments. The multimodality literature is so diverse and
fraught with definitional issues that it contributes to the issue. An early scholar had noted that the
“confusion caused by the varied terminologies and meanings” may have negatively impacted the
applicability and “practical implementation” of the digital literacies (Bawden, 2001, p. 251). The
confusing, overlapping, and often conflicting terminology in multimodality will be further
unpacked in Chapter 2, Chapter 4, and Chapter 5.
PURPOSE & SIGNIFICANCE
The objective of this qualitative study is to conduct a qualitative meta-synthesis of
multimodality and multiliteracies to theorize a meta-literacy model in digital multimodal
communication literacies. The purpose of this study is to propose four meta-literacies for digital
multimodal communication that may serve as the building blocks for future multimodal
frameworks and pedagogies to help close the digital workplace gap. The four meta-literacies
proposed in this dissertation are: (1) digital literacy, (2) multimedia literacy, (3) multimodal
literacy, and (4) rhetorical literacy. The ultimate goal is to have a more complete and cohesive
understanding of what it means to be a multiliterate communicator.
Through a comprehensive analysis and interpretation of a breadth of literature, this
qualitative study brings forth an in-depth understanding of the synergistic relationship between
meta-literacies and their collective impact on digital multimodal communication efficacy to
“develop theory and inform practice and policy” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 279).
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The QIMS Method

Qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) is a structured methodology for
synergistic understanding developed by Aguirre and Bolton (2014) for social work research.
There is no evidence that QIMS has been used as a methodology in communication studies. The
benefit to using QIMS is that it is robust enough to handle extensive literature in a systematic
way to achieve a synergistic holistic view of the phenomenon. The methodological implication
of the QIMS method will be discussed later.
We conceptualize qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) as a means to
synthesize a group of studies on a related topic into an enhanced understanding of the
topic of study wherein the position of each individual study is changed from an individual
pocket of knowledge of a phenomenon into part of a web of knowledge about the topic
where a synergy among the studies creates a new, deeper and broader understanding
(Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 283).
A meta-synthesis methodology explores a set of studies that are focused on a singular
phenomenon or topic to achieve “generalizable results” (Leary & Walker, 2018, p. 530; also see
Finfgeld, 2003; Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Walsh & Downe, 2005). The potential to weave a vast
body of isolated literature into an interconnected, synergistic web of meaning is valuable for this
study. There is an expectation that researchers will “cast a broad net including grey literature
(i.e., dissertations or unpublished studies), books, and studies from various disciplines” (Aguirre
& Bolton, 2014, p. 284). This study will employ the QIMS method to conduct a comprehensive
examination and interpretation of a breadth of literature, this qualitative study brings forth an indepth understanding of the synergistic relationship between meta-literacies and their collective
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impact on digital multimodal communication efficacy to “develop theory and inform practice
and policy” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 279).
As the qualitative data from the literature is synthesized, it is important to maintain the
original study’s integrity (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014). One approach that is recommended to “limit
the loss of original integrity” is through the use of direct quotations from the original documents
(p. 288). Since the participants in this study are the actual published articles that comprise the
body of scholarly literature, direct quotations are used throughout the study so the original voices
can be heard throughout the conversation.
Weed (2005) has indicated that scholarly conversation is rich with information that has
been all but ignored. He echoes Mills (1959) who lamented that “there are never enough bricks
and there are too few good synthesisers [sic] who wish to search out the bricks and thus put the
wall together” (p. 65). The QIMS method offers an opportunity “to search out the bricks” (p. 65)
in order to construct a “new, deeper and broader understanding” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p.
283).
Meta-Literacies
This investigation proposes that four meta-literacies in digital multimodal communication
exist. It is theorized that the meta-literacies fill four definitional buckets. As clear boundaries and
fresh definitions are proposed, the synergistic relationship between the literacies is also
emphasized. Complex models and frameworks have been put forth in the literature since the
New London Group theorized multiliteracies (Cook, 2002; Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019;
Gallagher, 2020; McGrail et al., 2021; Ng, 2012b; Selber, 2004; Sindoni et al., 2022; Sparks et
al., 2016. Although many of the frameworks conflict on the terminology and organization within
multiliteracies, there remain many similarities on the granular level. This investigation
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rearranges and reorganizes the multiliteracies bricks into a simpler format that may be more
accessible to instructors, trainers, and practitioners who wish to discover where gaps in learning
and training may exist.
The objective of this qualitative research study has been to uncover meta-literacies
embedded in digital multimodal communication literacies. In order to accomplish that, a
qualitative meta-synthesis of the literature, related documents, white papers, and other content
related to digital multimodal communication has been conducted. The qualitative data examined
through the QIMS method has included literature that represented a cross-section of fields and
disciplines. Multimodal communication literacies were examined using a multidisciplinary
approach. Multimodal, multiliteracy, digital, and other related models and frameworks were
examined to extract four meta-literacies. Multiple models and frameworks exist—many of which
are complex in nature. Perhaps, the complexity has made it difficult for application in business
communication pedagogy. Early in multiliteracies studies, Cook (2002) articulated a similar
concern with the “breadth of literature” that existed at the time, creating an environment in which
it was difficult to discern what literacies a multiliterate individual might need to be effective in a
digital communication environment (p. 6). Within an age of big data and disruptive
communications, a simplified theory of meta-literacies for digital multimodal communication
may be more important than ever.
As the four meta-literacies have been uncovered, new definitions and boundaries have
been constructed (see Chapter 5). Since the New London Group met in 1996 and conceptualized
multiliteracies and multimodality, digital multimodal communication literacy terminology has
evolved, merged, become synonymous (Lauer, 2009) and muddied (Serafini, 2014), and
“stubbornly nebulous” (Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019, p. 14). The significant contribution of this
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qualitative meta-synthesis is the work toward new definitions and organizing boundaries for
meta-literacies within the confines of digital multimodal communication. The definitions are
constructed with an eye on disruptive technologies that continue to emerge.
Contribution of the Study
This qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis investigation contributes to the body of
communication scholarship as it provides a four meta-literacies model in digital multimodal
communication. Through the QIMS process, four meta-literacies emerged that form the basis of
the model. The QIMS methodology was used to examine definitional literature in order to
propose definitional buckets for clarity and structure. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the
terminology related to multimodality and multiliteracies is confusing and contradictory at times.
This qualitative study suggested definitional boundaries that can be explored in further studies.
The four meta-literacy model that includes digital literacy, multimedia literacy,
multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy is a contribution to digital multimodal
communication pedagogy studies. Whether in K-12 classrooms, university lecture halls, or
industry workshops, educators are “careful” observers of their learners as they teach (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2000, p. 252). Meta-literacies may be a lens for instructors to examine the digital
multimodal communication artifacts learners produce.
Indications of Gaps
One of the criticisms of multimodality is the lack of clear definitions for key concepts.
For example, multimodal is a term that has been used synonymously with multimedia. As many
terms have similar or overlapping connotations, it is necessary to make distinctions for the
purpose of this study. Lauer (2009) has posited that it may be “desirable to come to more precise
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definitions” for multimedia and multimodal so it is clear when each term should be used in what
context (p. 237).
Multimodal literacy—the ability to communicate effectively using multiple modes
combined for new meaning—is an evolving concept that lacks a concrete and agreed upon
definition (Talib, 2018). It is often used synonymously with digital design, multimedia, new
media, and visual rhetoric (Bourelle et al, 2017). Although it is agreed that students should be
multimodally literate, the literature does not provide a clear understanding of what multimodal
literacy means or a clear understanding in how to train business communication professionals to
become effective multimodal communicators. This research is significant because it has
implications for developing business communication pedagogies and corporate training
strategies.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study will be informed by three research
questions.
Central Research Question
The central question of this dissertation asks if the application of the QIMS methodology
to multimodality and multiliteracies literature would inform practices for digital multimodal
communication as well as inform theory. The central research question will be unpacked and
answered in Chapter 6: How does a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality
and multiliteracies inform practices and theory for digital multimodal communication?
Research Question One
Research question one is explored and answered in Chapter 4 where nine multiliteracies
and multimodality frameworks are analyzed for thematic content. The emergent themes will be
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unpacked and synthesized with the four proposed meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia
literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy.
RQ 1. How does a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication?
Research Question Two
Research question two is explored and answered in Chapter 5 where data from a broad
array of multidisciplinary literature are analyzed. The emergent themes from the definitional
literature will be applied to the four proposed meta-literacies, and definitional buckets will be
synthesized as a result.
RQ 2. How does a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of definitional literature
based on the proposed four meta-literacies inform their definitions and boundaries?
SOCIAL SEMIOTIC MULTIMODAL THEORY
This qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis is underpinned by social semiotic
multimodality. Multimodality research, although “as ancient and broad as the compass of
rhetoric” was established in the 1990s (Pflaeging & Stöckla, 2021a, p. 319; also see Bateman et
al., 2017). With origins in semiotics and social semiotic theory, multimodality has described the
processes of selecting combinations of semiotic modes for meaning making (Jewitt, 2013).
Current research in social semiotic multimodality has included media, education, language,
health, and advertising (Jewitt et al., 2016).
Multimodality is conceptually appealing to the creative mind. Elements of design, art,
fashion, architecture, color, texture, typography, and psychology combine with language to
communicate meaning. Since all communication is multimodal (Kress, 2010), multimodality

FOUR META-LITERACIES

33

frameworks have been used in film studies, art and design studies, business communication
studies, marketing messaging studies, media studies, fashion, and more (Andersson, 2019; Jones,
2016, 2020; Oja, 2019; Streelasky, 2020; Valeiras-Jurado, 2021). As a form of literacy,
multimodality guides education research and application (Crawford Camiciottoli & CampoyCubillo, 2018). The versatility of multimodality also creates obstacles that challenge researchers
who study it: defining boundaries to the unit of analysis. When almost anything can be a mode,
researchers must purposefully select what to include and exclude in a given analysis.
SEMIOTIC TRADITION
Multimodal communication theory draws from the communication traditions around
semiotic theory. Recognizing that communication as a field was disjointed and incoherent, Craig
(1999) postulated a matrix based on the “reconstructed” seven traditions of communication
theory (p. 132). The matrix differed “radically from conventional ways” that other scholars had
divided up communication theory (p. 132). By organizing the field into categories based on
“conceptualization of communicative practice,” Craig offered a model based in practice that
invites both agreement and disagreement between the traditions (p. 133). The seven traditions
that he proposed as pillars in communication are rhetorical, semiotic, phenomenological,
cybernetic, sociopsychological, sociocultural, and critical theories.
The Study of Signs
Semiotics is the study of signs. Signs include “all meaningful phenomena” that can be
interpreted to mean something (Chandler, 2017, p. 2). Semioticians consider how meaning is
made and constructed through signification. A basic concept in semiotics is symbols—signs that
stand for something and can communicate multiple meanings. Signs can be a great number of
things such as “words, images, odours [sic], flavours [sic], actions, events, objects, and so on” (p.
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11). Signs are meaningless without an interpreter. When someone places meaning on a sign, it
then signifies something. The meaning can have cultural, social, or even spiritual implications. In
the Old Testament, the creation story tells how God placed lights in the sky to provide a
separation between daytime and nighttime. The lights, the moon and the sun, are also signs given
to us to designate time. “Let them be signs to mark the seasons, days, and years” (Holy Bible,
New Living Translation, 1996, Genesis 1:14). The idea of meanings placed on signs is the central
concern of semiotics. According to Chandler (2017), the heart of semiotics is the “meaningful
use of signs” (p. 11). Sense and reference are two dimensions that have been noted (p. 11). A
sign can be construed or interpreted as a conceptual idea or sense. It can also be a more literal
meaning where the sign denotes or refers to something in the physical world.
Signs are basic concepts in semiotics and indicate the presence of another condition. An
example might be a dark cloud that indicates rain is imminent. Symbols are another semiotic
concept. Symbols are more complex signs that carry many meanings that can be cultural, social,
religious, or personal. In Genesis, God set the rainbow in the sky as a sign that He would not
send a worldwide flood again: “I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the
covenant between me and the earth” (New International Version Bible, 1978/2011, Genesis 9:
13). The rainbow is a symbol in Judeo-Christian culture of the Creator’s faithful promise.
Semiotics has roots in the fields of linguistics and philosophy (Deely & Semetsky, 2017). The
theorists who pioneered the concept were contemporaries. Semiotic research seeks to understand
the “process of communication” (Balducci, 1976, p. 36). Semiotics has been considered to be the
most multidisciplinary “or, better, transdisciplinary area of inquiry known” (Catt & Eicher-Catt,
2012, p. 178). Semiotics is not a narrow vein of study, as most perceive; its breadth goes beyond
communication studies alone. As the famous semiotician, Umberto Eco, explained in his
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interview with Balducci (1976), semiotic relationships do not only occur in oral and written
contexts, but in all sciences and disciplines.
Communication Traditions
Communication theories can be organized based on seven traditions—rhetorical,
semiotic, phenomenological, cybernetic, sociopsychological, sociocultural, and critical (Craig,
1999). Multimodality can directly trace its pedigree to the semiotic tradition. According to Jewitt
and Kress (2008), their work in multimodality is based on semiotic theory—specifically, social
semiotics and the work of Halliday (1978). Semiotics is the study of signs and has a rich and
ancient foundation. Semiotics, or semiology, provides communication researchers with a “very
full box of analytical tools for taking an image apart and tracing how it works in relation to
broader systems of meaning” (Rose, 2016, p. 107) Semiotic tradition “runs through Saussure and
Peirce” and their “semiotic works” (p. 136). The two theorists were contemporaries but
developed their ideas separately. Ferdinand de Saussere was a linguist and Charles Peirce was a
philosopher (Chandler, 2017). They are considered to be “co-founders of what is now known as
semiotics” (p. 3). Semiotics and rhetoric are separate and “distinct” branches of communication
theory, yet they have much in common (Craig, 1999, p. 137). Those that follow the structural
vein of semiotics consider “all communication” to be rhetorical (p. 138).
IMPORTANT TERMINOLOGY
The following section provides definitions for major terminology that will be extensively
used in this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis dissertation. The distinction between
metaliteracy and meta-literacy is important within the context of this dissertation. The terms,
meta-literacy (for singular use) and meta-literacies (for plural use), have been coined for this
dissertation. The term differs slightly from metaliteracy used in library and information science
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(Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). One obvious difference is the hyphen that is used in both the
singular and plural forms.
Digital Literacy
The ability to locate and critically evaluate information in multiple modalities found on a
variety of digital spaces, and to demonstrate respectful and responsible use of information and
intellectual property in digital multimodal communication.
Meta-Literacies
A term coined for use in this study to serve as an umbrella term in digital multimodal
communication.
Metaliteracy
A term used in library science to represent overarching literacies in that discipline. The
concepts have informed the use of meta-literacies in this study.
Multimodal Literacy
The ability to effectively design communication and meaning by combining multiple
modalities (language, text, audio, visual, gestures, facial expression, design choices, color,
animation, and other semiotic resources) in digital multimodal communication environments.
Multimodality
The communication theory that describes the phenomenon of meaning making that is
socially and culturally constructed when different modes of communication are joined into an
ensemble. Also used interchangeably with multiliteracies as an overarching term for multiple
literacies.
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Multimedia Literacy

The technical skills and competencies needed to create, communicate, curate, and
distribute using digital multimodal communication technologies.
Multiliteracies
A term coined by the New London Group to represent the multiple literacies needed in
new communicative environments.
Multiple Literacies
A term that has been used interchangeably with multiliteracies.
Rhetorical Literacy
The social, emotional, and cultural acumen needed to make appropriate rhetorical choices
about communication including audience evaluation, purpose, and persuasive devices (ethos,
pathos, logos) for digital multimodal communication.
SUMMARY
As this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study unfolds in the next five chapters,
each chapter has a distinct role to play. The literature review in Chapter 2 will give the reader
background information to move forward in this dissertation. Chapter 3 will discuss the
methodological approach of the study. Chapter 4 will explore the many multimodal frameworks,
and Chapter 5 will analyze definitional literature. Chapter 6 will provide a discussion and
implications of the research and areas for future research.
This next chapter’s review of the literature describes the theoretical foundations of
multimodal theory through the semiotic lens. Chapter 2 also introduces the concept of
multiliteracies brought forth by the New London Group and its continued impact on multimodal
communication pedagogy and literacies. It digs into the ambiguity of multiliteracies and digital
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
The central concern of this qualitative meta-synthesis dissertation is to propose four
meta-literacies in digital multimodal communication in order to inform practices and theory in
digital multimodal communication. Before responding to research questions about evidence of
literacies in existent frameworks in Chapter 4 and about utilizing the data to shape definitional
boundaries in Chapter 5, the literature review in this chapter provides necessary background
information regarding semiotics, social semiotic multimodality, multiliteracies, related digital
terminology, and digital multimodal communication.
SEMIOTIC TRADITION IN MULTIMODALITY
As noted in Chapter 1, multimodality theory underpins this qualitative interpretative
meta-synthesis study. Multimodality is grounded in the communication tradition of semiotics
(Tønnessen & Fogren, 2019). Craig (1999) sought to reimagine communication theory as both a
“metamodel” and a “metadiscursive practice” (p. 119). Within his reorganization, Craig set forth
boundaries for seven communication traditions that exist in tension and in complementary states.
These boundaries were not meant to be categories but rather communities that would be
recognizable to communication scholars. Semiotics, as one of Craig’s seven traditions, is where
multimodality theory is rooted.
FROM SEMIOTICS TO SOCIAL SEMIOTIC MULTIMODALITY
Semiotics is the study of signs and symbols (Craig, 1999; Jewitt & Kress, 2008; Knight et
al., 2018; Serafini, 2014). The semiotic communication tradition originates with two
contemporaries: Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce (Deely & Semetsky, 2017).
Saussure was a French linguist and Peirce was an American philosopher who developed their
ideas separately and through the lenses of their own disciplines.
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Ferdinand de Saussure and Semiotics
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) postulated that his field of linguistics was part of a
branch of a larger “general science” known as semiology (Jewitt et al., 2016, p. 2). Semiology, a
term coined by Saussure, was conceived from the Greek word for signal and sign (Deely &
Semetsky, 2017). The Sausserean tradition has been referred to as semiology while the Peircean
tradition has been referred to as semiotics (Chandler, 2017, p. 3). Many of Saussure’s theories
and ideas have developed into “structuralist methodologies” for textual and content analysis (p.
5).
Charles Sanders Peirce and Semiotics
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–1914) was an American philosopher who developed his
own brand of semiotics concurrently with Saussure (Peirce, 1991). Despite Saussure’s
contributions, Peirce has been given credit as being the “father of semiotics” (Auletta, 2016, p.
451). The idea of signs, or signum, was not a new concept. Studies of signs and meanings had
been conducted back into the Middle Ages. Peirce was able to bring coherency and practical
application to semiotic theory. In his writings, Peirce gave a concrete example of signs and their
connection to material things as he described a “weathercock” (Peirce, 1991, p. 141). He has
explained that the weathercock gives a sign of wind direction which would not be possible if
wind were not present. He maintained that “there is to be a physical connection between every
sign and its object” (p. 141). This illustrates one limitation with Peircean semiotics: it allows for
meaning creation only in the natural world and does not consider cultural context (Deely &
Semetsky, 2017).
Foundational to Peircean semiotics is the triadic semiotic relationship (Knight et al.,
2018; Kockelman, 2013; Short, 2007). The triad consists of three parts—sign, object, and
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interpretant—in the meaning making process (Kockelman, 2013). The sign is something that
represents an object. The object is the thing that is represented by the sign. The interpretant is the
person, or mediator, who makes meaning from the sign (Short, 2007). According to Hansen
(2019), Peirce’s ideas were critical to establishing social semiotics (also see Hodge & Kress,
1988).
Roland Barthes and Semiotics
Roland Barthes was a French semiotician who was influential within the “structuralist
semiotics” movement vein of the communication tradition (Tønnessen & Forsgren, 2019, p. 5).
Serafini (2014) has noted that multimodal scholarship has deep ties to Saussure, Barthes, and
Peirce. Barthes (1915-1980) was considered a “pioneer of semiotics” who divided his scholarly
research between culture, literature, and linguistics (Tohar et al., 2007, p. 59).
M.A.K. Halliday and Social Semiotic Theory
Social semiotic theory originates with Michael A.K. Halliday who introduced the theory
in the 1970s (Kress, 2010). His seminal work, Language as Social Semiotic: The Social
Interpretation of Language Meaning, has described ideas surrounding this theory founded in
Peircean semiotics (Halliday, 1978). Halliday theorized that language has three semiotic
functions that act simultaneously (Stenglin, 2009). The ideational function is how individuals
“construe” their experiences through language (p. 36). The interpersonal function is concerned
with relationships where communication and expression are enacted. The textual function
provides meaning through patterns of text that are constructed appropriately within context.
Language is then a social experience that communicates information about the world, the
communicators, and the text (Adami, 2015). Each element works in concert to create a
meaningful ensemble.
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Social Semiotic Theory of Multimodality
Multimodal social semiotics has derived from Halliday’s concepts of social semiotics
(Adami, 2015). Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) adapted Halliday’s framework to analyze
multimodal texts. They were able to apply the concepts of language metafunctions to images
(Wilson & Landon-Hays, 2016). Multimodal social semiotic theorists expanded the concepts of
language to include “other semiotic systems (or modes)” including “gesture, gaze, and image”
(Jewitt, 2013, p. 4). Halliday’s social semiotic concepts could only take multimodality so far.
Theorists began to look at other disciplines like “sociolinguistics, film theory, art history and
iconography and musicology” to explore meaning making (p. 4).
Multimodality has evolved from the semiotic tradition and has been described as the
application of semiotic theory (Jewitt & Kress, 2008). Multimodality is a communication
phenomenon where multiple semiotic modes are combined to create meaning. Modes can
include a variety of semiotic resources such as gesture, posture, color, layout, text, images, icons,
facial expressions, vocals, audio, and more. Modes are said to “always appear in combination”
and those combinations are known as ensembles (Kress & Bezemer, 2015, p. 7).
Two social semiotic theorists, Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, and the New
London Group have been attributed with coining the term multimodality (Iedma, 2003; Lauer,
2009). The New London Group included ten scholars and authors who met in 1994 to discuss
concerns about literacy and emerging technologies (Cazden et al., 1996). The digital age had
taken hold and disruptive new innovations were rapidly changing communication, education, and
society. This was the advent of the world-wide web and other digital technologies. The DOS
operating system had given way to the WYSIWYG (what you see is what you get) interface of
Microsoft Windows, and now the work world had a brand-new perspective. As the New London
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Group the group stood on the cusp of a technological revolution, they perceived that traditional
communication channels and structure would be altered and new pedagogies would need to be
implemented. No longer would it be sufficient to simply be literate. Workers would need to
possess multi-literacies, or multimodal literacies, to meet the demands for a multi-skilled
workforce in a complex communication environment. As Kress (2010) has noted all
“communication is multimodal” (p. 32).
Evolution of Multimodal Theory
Multimodality theory has evolved from those early years and continues to change rapidly
(Forceville, 2020). With roots in social semiotics, multimodality’s social perspective is what sets
it apart as a “view of communication” that can be “applied to all modes” (Jewitt, 2013, p. 263).
In multimodality, language is not the central concern of communication; rather, meaning is made
through the interplay of all semiotic modes working in concert. Modes are interpreted in their
cultural and social contexts (Bezemer & Kress, 2008).
Semiotic modes help to shape meaning in communication. In the social semiotic vein of
multimodality, modes are culturally and socially positioned using semiotic resources such as
sound, genre, images, speech, gestures, and more (Pantaleo, 2019). It is a social process that is
multilayered and must be taken in context. Meaning in multimodality is constructed from
combinations of modes that are interwoven and together create a new communication event. The
ability to weave modalities together for communication design is a skill that needs to be honed
and developed. “The Lord has given them special skills as engravers, designers, embroiderers in
blue, purple, and scarlet thread on fine linen cloth, and weavers. They excel as craftsmen and as
designers” (Holy Bible, New Living Translation, 1996/2015, Exodus 35:35).
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Multimodality is a big concept with multiple layers when virtually all communication
consists of multiple modes. Conflict within the field of study arises due to its inherent ambiguity.
Criticism of Multimodality Theory
Critics of the theory have argued that multimodality can be “rather impressionistic in its
analysis” as interpretations can be subjective (Jewitt, 2013, p. 263). Proponents argue that
linguistic studies have similar issues and point to the social part of multimodality. Meaning is
created in social and cultural contexts. Other criticism surrounds unclear definitions for key
concepts like mode that seem to leave the discipline without clear boundaries (Forceville, 2020).
Bateman et al. (2020) have indicated that definitions are broad, by design, and not fuzzy.
Theoretical Suppositions in Multimodality Theory
The three theoretical assumptions that characterize multimodality are interconnected
(Jewitt, 2016). The first assumption is that all communication is multimodal, and language is just
a part of a complete ensemble of meaning. Communication is an ensemble of modes that
includes language, but multimodality accepts that it is not central to meaning making (Norris,
2004). The second is that multimodal communication is social. Modes have meanings that have
been shaped by “cultural, historical, and social uses” (Jewitt, 2016, p. 70). The third assumption
is that mode selection and “configuration” is how meaning is created (p. 70). Mode choice and
the interactions between the selections are significant in multimodal communication.
THE NEW LONDON GROUP
A group of colleagues and friends met in September 1994 in New London, New
Hampshire, to talk about the rapidly changing communication environment and its impact on
teaching and learning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). This week-long conversation of international
scholars resulted in a published paper that garnered “enormous international interest” (p. 7). The
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New London Group’s influential article was published in Spring 1996 (Cazden et al., 1996). As
they perceived the impact of multiple communication channels along with an increasing cultural
and linguistic diversity, they argued for a broader approach to literacy to prepare learners for a
new communicative environment brought about by disruptive communication technologies.
They utilized the term multiliteracies as a way to encapsulate their two main points: a diverse
communication environment and multiple channels for communication. The New London Group
proposed “a pedagogy of multiliteracies” that recognized multiple modes of representation and
the need for communicators who were literate in multiple areas (p. 64). The New London Group
collective has been attributed with coining the terms multiliteracies (Mills, 2009; Holloway &
Gouthro, 2020; Mizusawa, 2021) and multimodal (Lauer, 2009).
The Legacy of a Pedagogy of Multiliteracies
As Cope and Kalantzis (2000) noted, the New London Group’s article gained interest
across the globe. The two authors, who were both part of the week-long conversation in New
Hampshire, published a book in 2000 that continued the conversation. The book, Multiliteracies:
Literary Learning and the Design of Social Futures, was a result of “international collaboration”
which now extended beyond the initial small group of New London scholars (p. 8). Theoretical
concepts and frameworks were introduced that would gain momentum and continue to impact
multiple fields of study decades later. In 2004, Selber wrote the book, Multiliteracies for a
Digital Age, as a framework for computer multiliteracies. The three literacies suggested were
functional, critical, and rhetorical. Although Selber does not explicitly mention the New London
Group, he does include citations from members of the collective including Gunther Kress and
James Gee.
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The 1996 article, that Mirra et al. (2018) have described as a “landmark manifesto” (p.
13), would influence researchers in a diversity of “scholarly traditions” to produce scholarship
around the multiliteracies terminology (Tønnessen & Forsgren, 2019, p. 4; also see Mills, 2009).
Its influence has been articulated by Leander and Boldt (2013) who argued that “more than any
other document” it “streams powerfully through doctoral programs, edited volumes, books,
journal reviews, and calls for conference papers” (p. 23). Drawing from multiliteracies research,
Holloway and Gouthro (2020) have argued for its inclusion in adult learning approaches and
pedagogy to enhance “lifelong learning” (p. 204).
It should be noted that it is beyond the scope of this study to quantify the number of
publications that have been influenced by the New London Group’s theoretical concepts of
multiliteracies and multimodality. In the comprehensive study, Taxonomy of Literacies, Stordy
(2015) has indicated that within a three-year window 685 publications alone were introduced that
covered digital literacies and similar technological literacies. From those publications, he was
able to isolate 35 types of related literature. Stordy has said it best when he expressed that the
“myriad of different literacies that emerges is perplexing for the uninitiated” (p. 456).
Unintended Consequences
Although the New London Group’s ideas included concepts of an expanded pedagogy, it
was never meant to be appropriated into a system of standardized teaching or as a commodity to
be sold (Garcia et al., 2018). In an interview with Allan Luke, one of the original members of the
New London collective, the scholar had voiced concern with multiliteracies being watered down
into “requisite job skills” or curriculum for standardized testing or a thing to be monetized (p.
75). Leander and Bold (2013) articulated concerns about the multiliteracies pedagogy slipping
into a “pedagogic prescription” and “empirical truth” (p. 24).
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Jumping into the Snake Pit

The academic literature surrounding modes and multimodality have been described as a
“definitional snake pit” (Tseronis & Forceville, 2017, p. 4; also see Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021).
Terminology in multiliteracies and multimodality, as well as related terms, is notoriously
messy (see Table 1). To complicate the matter, many of the synonyms attached to those terms are
just as muddled. Multimodal and multimedia have been used as synonyms in the literature
(Lauer, 2009). Hofstetter (2001) has said that definitional confusion follows multimedia while
Cope and Kalantzis (2000) have called it a “slippery word” (p. 224). Koltay (2011) has posited
that media literacy should be part of “some kind of multiple or multimodal literacy” (p. 219)
after explaining that media literacy is an “umbrella concept” that has a “multitude of definitions”
(p. 212). Table 1 provides an example of terminology troubles for each meta-literacy.
Here is a sample of the scholarly conversation within the literature:
•

“Literacies are legion” (Lemke, 2018, p. 283)

•

“Literacy can essentially be viewed as a technology” (Reinking, 1998, p. xxviii)

•

“Literacies are themselves technologies” (Lemke 2018, 1998, p. 283)

•

“Moreover all literacy is multimedia literacy” (Lemke, 2018, p. 284)

•

“All semiotics is multimedia semiotics, and all literacy is multimedia literacy” (Lemke,
2018, p. 284)

•

“Multimodality is clearly distinct from multimedia” (Sindoni & Moschini, 2022, p. 1)

•

“Communication is multimodal” (Kress, 2010, p. 32)

•

“Communication is always multimodal” (Kress, 2010, p. 36)

•

“Texts are always multimodal” (Kress, 2010, p. 157)

•

“All texts are inevitably multimodal” (Serafini, 2014, p. 53)
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Table 1
Examples of Terminology Troubles
Examples of Terminology Troubles
Digital Literacy

Definitions vary (Churchill, 2020, p. 272)
Variety of meanings, terms, and competing definitions (Porat et al., 2018)
Problematic and ill-defined (Secker, 2018)
Defies a concrete definition (Secker, 2018)
Definition has attracted considerable interest (Leaning, 2019)
“Stubbornly nebulous” (Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019, p. 14)
“Competing definitions” in digital literacies (Porat et al, 2018, p. 24)

Multimedia

Uses and abuses have led to definitional confusion (Hoffstetter, 2001)
A slippery word (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000)
Multimedia as a catch-all term (Lauer, 2009, p. 228)

Multimodality

A definitional snake pit (Tseronis & Forceville, 2017, p. 4)
Little agreement over what a mode is (Forceville & Kjeldsen, 2018, p. 160)
No general agreement on what multimodality is (Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021)

Media

“Diversity of perspectives and a multitude of definitions” (Koltay, 2011, p. 212)

Multiliteracies

Used interchangeably with multimodal literacy (Tan et al., 2020)
Also known as multiple literacies (Serafini, 2014, p. 26)
Term muddies the “theoretical waters” (Serafini, 2014, p. 28)

Literacy

Slippery term (Spilka, 2010, p. 6)

Visual Literacy

Definitions are “debatable and used interchangeably” (Serafini, 2014, p. 27)

Multimodality
Forceville (2020) has argued that Jewitt and other scholars in the field of multimodality
have utterly refused to define the term mode. He even goes as far to imply that there remains the
inability to define the term. By not having clear defining boundaries, Forceville worries that
multimodality will struggle to develop as a discipline. Adding to the murkiness, Mills (2009) has
discussed how the New London Group (Cazden, 1996) used several terms—meanings, modes of
meanings, designs, and design elements—as synonyms for the term mode.
Digital Literacy
Digital literacy is a term often associated with multiliteracies (Ng, 2012a; Selber, 2004;
Sindoni & Moschini, 2022). Spilka (2010) uses digital literacy as a “plural or collective” in
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reference to multiple literacies that fall under that overarching term. As noted by Feerrar (2019),
defining digital literacy has been a complex prospect since the late twentieth century. Nichols
and Stornaiuolo (2019) have articulated that digital literacy is a “stubbornly nebulous” term ( p.
14).
Literacy, as a term, is also problematic. Spilka (2010) has indicated that literacy is a
“slippery term” and difficult to “unpack” (p. 6). Oftentimes in multiliteracies scholarship,
authors fail to provide “explicit definitions” of literacy (Stordy, 2015, p. 461).
Constant Change in Communication Landscape
The two decades of conversation and debate around multiliteracies and multimodality
have brought to the forefront that there exists a constant change in the skills needed to effectively
communicate in modern society (Mills, 2009). Sparks et al. (2016) have described the digital
information and communication landscape as continually evolving. As communication media is
in a constant state of reorganization and change (Garcia et al., 2018), there is an “overarching
societal concern” over a lack of workplace proficiencies (Sparks et al., 2016). As noted
elsewhere in this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study, twenty-first century workers
need to possess a variety of skills and competencies to effectively communicate in an evolving
communication environment. Thus, the purpose of this study is to propose four meta-literacies in
digital multimodal communication in order to theorize a meta-literacy approach. These proposed
meta-literacies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy)
may empower learners and communication practitioners to diagnose literacy shortcomings to
improve communication efficacy.
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DIGITAL MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION
This section will use the literature to define digital multimodal communication as the
definition will inform this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study. Digital multimodal
communication will be parsed out first by examining the meaning of multimodal communication
and next by digging into the literature to look at the word digital as an adjective form. Following
that, the concept, meta-literacies, will be investigated in the literature to inform its use in this
qualitative inquiry.
Multimodal Communication Defined
Tan et al. (2020) have articulated the shift that has taken place in literacy from print to
multimodal literacy while noting a “multimodal turn” in higher education (p. 106). Multimodal
communication involves multiple ways of meaning making and communication by using various
semiotic modes like gestures, behavior, space, audio, and visual (Leander & Boldt, 2013; also
see Cazden et al., 1996). Brumberger (2005) has described examples of multimodal workplace
tasks like creating presentations on slide decks and crafting content for business websites.
Concerned that higher education was not keeping pace with the visual rhetoric and multimodal
communication needs of a changing work environment, Brumberger argued for more attention to
multimodal literacies in business communication pedagogy.
Digital Multimodal Composition
PowerPoint is an example of slide deck presentation software used globally and
commonly in business, organizations, and education (Buchko et al., 2012). The slide deck
software brand PowerPoint is a digital multimodal means of communication that has evolved to
become ubiquitous (Knight, 2015). PowerPoint is now a standard in higher education as students
now expect PowerPoint lectures as part of their coursework (Baker et al., 2018). Other digital
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slide presentation software has been developed over the past few decades including Prezi,
Keynote, and Google Slides, but PowerPoint has remained the most utilized and “most usual
instructional” aid in education (Cosgun Ögeyik, 2017, p. 504).
PowerPoint has evolved from a narrowly intended business presentation software to a
multi-tool with wide use and functionality. As a digital communication ensemble, PowerPoint is
“inherently multimodal” in nature (Tan et al., 2015, p. 560). Chen (2021) has indicated that
PowerPoint and related software are useful as a digital multimodal composing tool. A digital
multimodal composing tool is one that uses native digital functionality to combine semiotic
modes including text to create meaning (Jiang & Gao, 2020).
The “Digital” in Digital Multimodal Communication
According to Sindoni and Moschini (2022), the terms digital and multimodal have been
used “interchangeably” (p. 1). For the purpose of this qualitative meta-synthesis study, the digital
adjective is added to multimodal communication to differentiate it from other multimodal
communication outside digital environments because all communication can be considered
multimodal (Kress, 2010; Lemke, 2012).
Some authors take exception to the term digital as an add-on. Bateman (2021) has
questioned whether or not it is helpful in creating boundaries. He has argued that dividing media
along the lines of digital or non-digital is “often inappropriate” (p. 1). Pangrazio et al. (2020)
have also articulated the inaccuracy of the term as a “qualifying or descriptive adjective” due to
its redundancy and, at times, its impreciseness (p. 16). Even though the addition is problematic, it
has been noted to have a “normative effect” that can be transformative or can signal change,
progress, and development (p. 17). Although digital may not be the perfect terminology to
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distinguish this form of multimodal communication, it does provide clarification within this
study.
PROPOSED META-LITERACIES IN DIGITAL MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION
The objective of this qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis study is to propose four metaliteracies in digital multimodal communication. The four meta-literacies include (1) digital
literacy, (2) multimedia literacy, (3) multimodal literacy, and (4) rhetorical literacy. These metacategories are the result of a distillation of a large body of relevant multimodality and
multiliteracies literature. In Chapter 4, nine multiliteracies frameworks will be examined for
evidence of the four meta-literacies. In Chapter 5, a deep dive into multimodality and
multiliteracies definitional literature will synthesize into a construction of definitional buckets
and boundaries for each of the meta-literacies. The meta-literacies are described here in the next
sub-sections.
Digital Literacy
Digital literacy and multimodal literacy are similar concepts, often used interchangeably,
that have become increasingly important in “scholarship and teaching practices” (Bourelle et al.,
2017, p. 223). According to Talib (2018), a “paradigmatic” definition does not currently exist (p.
57). Because digital media is continuously evolving and changing, it has posed a challenge to
definition construction. Hobbs (2010) has argued for the attainment of “multimedia
communication skills” in formal education settings. These skills include composing
communication “using language, graphic design, images, and sound” (p. 7). Boechler et al.
(2014) have indicated that the term digital literacy has also been applied to multimodal literacy
(p. 5). Therefore, digital literacy has a connection to multimodal literacy.
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Secker (2018) has posited that digital literacy has gained “apparent currency” in use, but
“has largely defied a concrete definition” (p. 9). In the digital environment, a “whole host of new
literacies” are needed (p. 6). Some have equated digital literacy as information literacy in digital
form. Digital literacy and information literacy have been “used separately, together, and at other
times information literacy is understood as a broader term, that can include digital literacy
(Machin-Mastromatteo, 2021). Others, like Ng (2012b), understand information literacy to be a
component of digital literacy “with critical thinking and the ability to search, locate and assess
Web-based information effectively” (p. 1067). An important dimension of digital literacy is the
ethical handling of information that “requires the individual to be knowledgeable with the
ethical, moral and legal issues associated with online trading and content reproduction that make
use of digitally based resources (e.g., copyrights and plagiarism)” (p. 1068). Digital literacy
carries the idea of being a good online citizen observing proper “netiquette,” protecting personal
information, and recognizing and dealing with threats such as cyberbullying (p. 1068). Digital
literacy is the ethical and responsible use of data across digital landscapes through critical
analysis.
Traditional-aged college students have grown up in the digital age and have been labeled
as digital natives (Secker, 2018). Many assume that “all young people are adept at using
technology” and possess a high-level of digital media skill (p. 11). Technical proficiency is
confused with “critical abilities to find, evaluate, analyse [sic], and create new knowledge” (p.
11). Although these assumptions are not founded in “empirical evidence,” the common belief is
pervasive (Boechler et al., 2014, p. 9). Smith et al. (2020) have noted the impact of “problematic
assumptions” on education as the “digital native stereotype” continues to be reinforced (p. 2).

FOUR META-LITERACIES

54
Multimedia Literacy

In 2001, multimedia was described as “the buzzword of the decade” (Hoffstetter, 2001, p.
1). Use of the terminology was both pervasive and confusing as it was used to build hype around
various products and events. Lemke (2006) perceived the new millennium as the “age of
multimedia” (p. 3) and declared that all communication is “multimedia communication” (p. 5).
Lauer (2009) set out to differentiate between visual communication terms that were being
used by communication and rhetoric theorists. Terms like new media, digital media, multimodal,
multiliteracies, and multimedia had similar definitions which could be confusing. Multimodality
was adopted by academia while multimedia seemed to be more prevalent in industry. Lauer has
expressed that by clearly defining the root words, media and mode, differences between
multimedia and multimodal became apparent. Modes are representations, or “semiotic channels”
while media are physical tools for creating and producing (p. 227). Thus, multimodality is the
design process while multimedia is the production process.
Multimedia literacy traditionally carries the idea of production and computer skills.
Sheppard (2009) has lamented that the perception of multimedia courses and projects is that they
focus merely on computer skill and production, and not on “doing the more valued work of
theory, analysis, and argumentation” (p. 123). She has called for multimedia and multimodal
studies that have practical application in “classroom pedagogy and rhetorically purposeful
production practices” (p. 123). By parsing out the different literacies and giving them clear
boundaries, projects based in multimodality (multiple literacies) will be seen as including skills,
design, theory, analysis, rhetorical decision-making, and problem-solving. Multimedia literacy
would represent the skill and production within a multimodal communication piece. Yun (2007)
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and Sheppard (2009) have both described multimedia presentations as being multimodal using
both concepts interchangeably.
Multimodal Literacy
Multimodal literacy is an evolving concept that has risen “to the forefront of scholarship
and teaching practices” (Bourelle et al., 2017). With endless choices of medium and channel and
mode, business communication students need specialized training to be effective communicators
(Bourelle et al., 2015). Pedagogy, inclusive of multimodal training, will empower students to
connect and engage their audiences as they learn to expertly combine modes to communicate in
“new, potentially unexplored ways” (p. 308). As lines between writer and designer have been
blurred, business communication professionals need to possess “multiple capabilities'' to
effectively communicate across digital platforms and devices (Sheppard, 2009, p. 127).
In the 1991 article, “Promises and Realities of Desktop Publishing,” Thompson and Craig
have revealed that desktop publishing software was seen as having multiple benefits including
“being so simple to use that anyone can use them” (p. 24). Desktop publishing created efficiency
in processes for organizations. The author no longer had to rely upon the art department to create
visual communication content, but could do the design work themselves (Austin, 2009). The
early detractors of desktop publishing worried about the aesthetics and “amateurish, home brew
appearances” (Thompson & Craig, 1991, p. 24). Some saw the availability of design tools within
new business software as a step forward that would “democratize publishing, bringing power to
previously marginalized individuals and social groups” (p. 24). Additionally, it could result in an
increased “aesthetic appreciation and visual literacy” (p. 24).
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Rhetorical Literacy

Rhetoric is an important inclusion to a pedagogy of multiliteracies. Communication
complexities in mediated communication environments require “more complex and integrated
ways of being in the world, in order to conceptually and communicatively move back and forth,
within and between, multiple rhetorical situations” (Fordham & Oakes, 2013, p. 315). Rhetorical
pedagogies encourage students to make rhetorical decisions “such as voice, audience, context,
and medium” (p. 318). Common business communication genres like slide decks and pitch decks
require a persuasive communication style. Multimodal communicators have endless
opportunities to engage with different modes and media. Rhetoric has been identified as the
“transmodal metalanguage for multiliteracies” (p. 331). Rhetorical lenses enable communicators
to make effective decisions about modes, channels, language, media, and more. The relationship
between rhetorical literacy and the other literacies reveals the interdependence of the four
literacies—multimodal, digital, multimedia, and rhetorical.
Rhetorical practices are common in professional communication training. Bourelle et al.
(2015) have argued that the Aristotelian framework should be integrated into multimodal
pedagogy. Their study evaluated the efficacy of applying the five canons of rhetoric to a digital
project in a technical communication class. The pilot project was deemed successful as student
support in making rhetorical decisions resulted in favorable outcomes. The authors have
encouraged other practitioners to use the rhetorical framework in their multimodal pedagogy.
Sheppard (2009) has recognized the need for traditional rhetoric in creating multimodal
texts that provide the “rhetorical considerations specific to new media” (p. 129). She has argued
that it is inefficient to teach only technical skills. Effective communicators need to be given
rhetorical tools to address concerns about “audience, purpose, and context” and to make
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informed decisions about semiotic resources in multimedia projects (p. 122). Sheppard has
postulated that business communication instructors “have an obligation to help students develop
rhetorical competencies, particularly with new media, that will prepare them to interact
successfully in all of these arenas” (p. 129).
Visual rhetoric is a term that has been used synonymously with multimodality (Bourelle
et al., 2017). Other terms that have been used interchangeably with both visual rhetoric and
multimodality are “new media, digital media, and multimedia” (p. 225). Visual rhetoric was
formerly relegated to visual communication specialists; now it has become integrated into
multiple communication genres (Brumberger, 2005).
Meta-Literacies Concept
The terms meta-literacy (singular usage) and meta-literacies (plural usage) have been
coined for this qualitative dissertation to describe the four literacy definitional buckets (digital,
multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) in digital multimodal communication. The terms are
borrowed from a similar term, metaliteracy, that is used primarily in information and library
science (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011).
According to Stordy (2015), metaliteracy is a concept that recently emerged to deal with
the evolving digital environment. Moyo et al. (2015) have also noted its emergence due to social
media and other online communities. It has been described as “an integrated framework” in
information literacy that layers with other literacies in a multiliteracy model (p. 118). The
objective of metaliterary is to foster multiple literacy skills in higher education learners.
Metaliteracy empowers learners and promotes “lifelong learning” (p. 118). Senapatiratne (2021)
has indicated Mackey and Jacobson (2011) were responsible for introducing the terminology.
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Senapatiratne (2021) has provided some clarity around the metaliteracy terminology and
the use of meta. Indicating that metaliteracy has a “complicated” yet “relatively short history,” he
has explained that meta- in this usage indicates an individual’s “awareness” of their “own
literacy and how that literacy functions” (p. 113).
Mackey and Jacobson (2011) conceived of metaliteracy as an “overarching approach” for
information literacy to promote collaboration and critical thinking (p. 62). According to
Senapatiratne (2021), the use of meta in metaliteracy shows the empowering nature of the
concept. As learners become aware of multiple literacies and how they function, they grow in
their awareness of the learning process. The metaliteracy concept has made it an appealing
addition to this qualitative interpretive study as an overarching construct. Thus, the purpose of
this research is to put forth four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal
literacy, and rhetorical literacy—through the qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis examination
of multimodal and multiliteracies literature in order to have something that is more accessible
and applicable to learners, communication practitioners, and their trainers. The metaliteracy
concept carries the idea of empowering those individuals in their digital multimodal
communication efforts.
MULTILITERACIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION PEDAGOGY
Students have endless choices for expression using channels, media, and modes (Bourelle
et al., 2015). Pedagogy that includes multimodal training will enable students to learn to
“communicate through various forms and to connect with various audiences in new, potentially
unexplored ways” (p. 308). To be skilled in multimodal expression, visual communication skills
are needed. It has been argued for decades that visual communication should be included in
professional communication pedagogy (Brumberger, 2007). Professional communication has
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recognized the need for practitioners with “aptitude in a number of domains” emphasizing visual
communication as “among the most important” (p. 397).
Prioritize Visual Communication
Because workplace communication requires a significant amount of design and visual
communication, Andrews (2016) has argued that professional communication programs need to
prioritize it in their pedagogy. There is a discrepancy between what the workplace demands and
current higher education pedagogy delivers. In a digital landscape, workplace communication
relies heavily on visual communication to support and strengthen oral and written
communication. In business communication, it has become common to have multiple modes in
everyday communication, so it is important for business school pedagogy to provide training to
fill the gap between industry need and current curricula.
When multimodality was coined, it was recognized that the work world was transforming
and that new education was needed to meet industry demand for a multiskilled workforce. A new
literacy was required. Digital media required a balance between image and word, and now visual
communication was an integral part of business communication (Brumberger, 2005). It was
recognized that business communication pedagogy would need to incorporate visual and
multimodal communication into courses. Brumberger noted that PowerPoint presentations would
be key in teaching students how to move from format to design.
Multimodal Communication Projects
Ruiz-Madrid and Valeiras-Jurado (2020) have indicated that business students need
project-based learning to develop effective multimodal communication skills. A common
business situation and business school project is the product pitch. A pitch is a multimodal
presentation with elements that include vocals, gestures, visual aids, facial expressions,
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paralinguistic elements, and more. Projects like these enable students to learn how to best
orchestrate various modes into one communication product. Bourelle et al. (2017) have
emphasized the importance of developing multimodal pedagogy in technical communication
courses. Students who are required to create multimodal communication, including e-portfolios,
gain competence for the modern workplace.
Multiliteracies
Arduser (2016) has argued that business communicators need to possess multiliteracies
that will allow them to be innovators, problem solvers, and critical thinkers. Business school
programs should provide business communication pedagogies that support these outcomes. This
includes technical skill training and visual literacy. Students need classroom practices that are
adaptive and meet the demands for communicating effectively in the 21st-century business
environment.
SUMMARY
Multimodality theory has roots in semiotic tradition. The phenomenon is ancient while
the concept was made popular by the New London Group (Cazden et al., 1996) and their seminal
work in multiliteracies pedagogy. Copious amounts of studies and literature have been produced
since the late 1990s based on the New London collective’s multiliteracies theoretical concepts.
Meaning in multimodality is constructed from combinations of modes that are interwoven and
together create a new communication event. The ability to weave modalities together for
communication design is a skill that needs to be honed and developed. “The Lord has given them
special skills as engravers, designers, embroiderers in blue, purple, and scarlet thread on fine
linen cloth, and weavers. They excel as craftsmen and as designers” (Holy Bible, New Living
Translation, 1996/2015, Exodus 35:35). Although many scholars have advanced the ideas put
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forth by the New London Group, the multiliteracies and multimodality landscape is fraught with
definitional issues. This qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study’s proposed four metaliteracies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) and their definitional boundaries are an
attempt to make sense of a broad and diverse body of literature. The aim of this qualitative
inquiry is to put forth a more accessible model of literacies for digital multimodal
communication. In the next chapter, the qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis methodology
will be discussed.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Multimodality is a communication theory that studies the phenomenon of combining
more than one mode of communication—such as color, gesture, layout, audio, visual, text,
design—to create new meaning (Gallagher, 2020; Kress, 2010; Lauer, 2009; Ng, 2012b).
Chapter 1 introduced multimodal theory which underpins this investigation and discussed its
semiotic roots. The gap problem between skills development in higher education coursework and
workplace demand was introduced. As undergraduate business students prepare for the
workforce, they need to develop the necessary digital multimodal communication skills (Porat et
al., 2018; Ross et al., 2020; Santos & Serpa, 2017; Sparks et al., 2016). Multimodality was
coined in the 1990s to reflect communication in the new digital age and the need for multiple
literacies (Cazden, 1996; Lauer, 2009). The purpose of this qualitative interpretive metasynthesis investigation is to introduce four meta-literacies for digital multimodal communication
that could be used to diagnose and eliminate communication gaps.
Chapter 2 has provided background knowledge in social semiotics and multimodality,
multiliteracies, and digital multimodal communication applications to provide context for
subsequent chapters. Drawing from Craig’s (1999) communication traditions, multimodality has
roots in semiotics. The development of multimodality through Peircean semiotics and social
semiotics was traced. It examined the impact that the New London Group has had on
multimodality and multiliteracies studies. The literature has defined digital multimodal
communication for use in this study. The four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia
literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy—was introduced. Chapter 2 also looked at
multimodality and multiliteracies in higher education pedagogy.

FOUR META-LITERACIES

63
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study will be informed by three research
questions.
Central Research Question
How could a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multiliteracies inform practices
and theory for digital multimodal communication?
This question represents the central question of this dissertation. It will be responded to in
Chapter 6 within the discussion section where the major concepts of Chapter 4 and Chapter 5
will be synthesized and discussed.
Research Question One
This question will be explored in Chapter 4. Themes from nine multiliteracies
frameworks will be examined and evidence for the four proposed meta-literacies (digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy) will be explored.
RQ 1. How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication?
Research Question Two
This question will be responded to in Chapter 5 where definitional literature and
emergent themes will be explored four each of the meta-literacies (digital, multimedia,
multimodal, rhetorical). The synthesis of the exploration will result in definitional boundaries
and buckets for the literacies.
RQ 2. How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of definitional literature based
on the proposed four meta-literacies inform their definitions and boundaries?
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Research Goals

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the qualitative approach and the research
design. As noted in Chapter 1, qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) is a structured
methodology that results in a synergistic understanding gained from a large body of literature.
The research goals for this dissertation are:
1. Conduct a qualitative interpretative analysis of nine multiliteracies frameworks and
synthesize the thematical content with the proposed four meta-literacies—digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy (Chapter 4).
2. Conduct a qualitative analysis of a broad array of multidisciplinary literature (scholarly
research papers, white papers, books, and grey literature) to develop definitional themes
to examine each of the four proposed meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia
literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy—to construct new boundaries and
shape definitions (Chapter 5).
3. Synthesize major themes from the qualitative interpretative meta-analysis from Chapter 4
and Chapter 5 (Chapter 6).
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DESIGN
A qualitative approach has been employed by this study. When selecting an approach, the
researcher should consider the “nature of the research problem,” their own personal perspectives
and experiences, and their audiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 3). Those who undertake
qualitative research are fundamentally interested in the ways individuals “make sense of their
world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15). Qualitative
research draws from “philosophies of constructionism, phenomenology, and symbolic
interactionism” (p. 15).
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The study is informed by the theoretical framework of multimodality. Multimodality is
the study of how meaning is created through the assemblance of communication modes (Jewitt &
Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; Serafini, 2014; Sindoni & Moschini,
2022). With roots in social semiotics, multimodality theory carries the idea that meaning is
constructed through social and cultural context (Jewitt & Kress, 2008). Qualitative inquiry is
“interested in how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what
meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15). Multimodality
allows researchers to discover how meaning is constructed through combinations of semiotics
modes. Essentially, all communication is multimodal (Lemke, 2006; Kress, 2010). In fact, Kress
(2010) has postulated that multimodality is the “normal state of human communication” (p. 1).
Multimodal communication in a digital environment for business purposes increases the
complexity of the phenomenon (Cook, 2002), so it makes sense to study meaning construction
from a qualitative approach.
Interpretive Approach
The interpretive approach is best for studies in which the objective is to gain a “holistic
understanding and theory development” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013, p. 281). An interpretive
approach in qualitative research lies in contrast with the aggregate approach used primarily in
quantitative studies. Having worked to develop a qualitative interpretative method for
synthesizing research, Weed (2005) has noted that much of the earlier work in meta-synthesis
studies was largely quantitative in nature. Weed developed the meta-interpretative approach that
has been described as “more generic” in order to “contribute to the improvement of the body of
knowledge in a particular area” (p. 50). Although this qualitative inquiry uses the QIMS
approach rather than the earlier meta-interpretation method, the methodology has overlaps that
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have informed this study. One key aspect of the qualitative meta-interpretative approach to
synthesis is an “ideographic” criteria decision-making process rather than “pre-determined” (p.
16). This is more in line with the interpretivist approach to data gathering. Through the
interpretative process, this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study has been able to
uncover four meta-literacies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and
rhetorical literacy) in multiliteracies and multimodality literature to contribute organizing
concepts and definitional boundaries.
Qualitative Interpretive Meta-Synthesis
This qualitative study has adopted a meta-synthesis interpretive methodology which
includes a comprehensive review of literature in multiliteracies and multimodality that impact
digital multimodal communication. A meta-synthesis affords the opportunity to deeply and
holistically investigate the four proposed literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical)
that impact digital multimodal communication to have a complete and cohesive understanding of
what it means to be a multiliterate communicator. This holistic view may be a useful model for
diagnosing and uncovering root issues in poorly constructed digital multimodal communication.
There is no evidence that QIMS has been used as a methodology in communication studies. The
benefit to using QIMS is that it is robust enough to handle extensive literature systematically to
achieve a synergistic holistic view of the phenomenon.
Aguirre and Bolton (2014) have defined qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS)
as a guiding method for synthesizing a “group of studies on a related topic” in order to produce
“an enhanced understanding” of the phenomenon that creates a “web of knowledge” and
“synergy” across the literature that results in a more in-depth understanding of the topic. (p. 283)
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A meta-synthesis methodology explores a set of studies that are focused on a singular
phenomenon or topic to achieve “generalizable results” (Leary & Walker, 2018, p. 530; also see
Finfgeld, 2003; Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Walsh and Downe, 2005). The objective is to gather
multiple sources related to the topic or phenomenon to create a “comprehensive whole” that will
impact practices and policies (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 280).
As in all qualitative methodology, parts of the QIMS process may be contextual and
emergent (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014). The QIMS process does not follow a “linear” progression
but is more “iterative'' in nature (p. 283). This allows the researcher to follow the scarlet threads
through the various trails of scholarly conversation. With the New London Group’s (Cazden et
al., 1996) popular treatise of multiliteracies as a central document in this study, there are many
scarlet threads that weave in-and-out of multiple disciplines. The study is designed to be
comprehensive rather than systematic. The goal is to provide the reader with a ‘broad perspective
on the topic” and to describe the history of development of a problem or its management” (Green
et al., 2006, p. 103).
It is typical for a meta-synthesis to be interpretive rather than aggregate “in contrast to
meta-analysis” (Leary & Walker, 2018, p. 530). In qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis
methodology, analysis can be contextualized through various lenses including “ethnography,
grounded theory, case study, phenomenology, or discourse analysis” (Leary & Walker, 2018, p.
526). Qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis is used to analyze the data woven through the
literature. A “broad net” of academic literature, organizational content, books, and other “grey
literature” including dissertations, white literature, books, and other documents is cast in order to
gain comprehensive understanding (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 284).
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The Scarlet Thread of Qualitative Research
Four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical
literacy—have been theorized in this qualitative interpretive investigation to contribute
organizing themes in digital multimodal communication. Themes in qualitative research have
been “described as a unifying ‘red thread’ running through” the categories that uncovers
meaning (Graneheim et al., 2017, p. 32).
To complement the overarching qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis methodology, an
interpretive content analysis procedure has been used in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 to accomplish
specific research goals. The goal of Chapter 4 is to analyze a chronology of nine multiliteracies
frameworks, theorized since the New London Group’s contribution, for evidence of the four
meta-literacies proposed in this dissertation. The goal of Chapter 5 is to conceptualize the
definitional boundaries for the proposed meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal,
rhetorical) through a wide range—over 110 sources—of definitional literature.
Interpretive Qualitative Content Analysis
Interpretive qualitative content analyses have been used in “many disciplines and
professions” including “medicine, education, marketing, journalism, linguistics,
communications, computer science, studies of literacy, ethical studies, and religious studies”
(Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 66). Both professionals and academics are construed as “target
audiences” for this type of analysis (p. 67). The interpretive approach allows the qualitative
researcher to “go beyond literal codes based on manifest content alone” as insights and
interpretations are used to formulate codes and to generate “categories or themes” (p. 65).
Interpretive content analysis is rarely critical in nature, but rather takes on a “value-neutral
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perspective” where data is dealt with as neutral and articulated descriptively rather than critically
(p. 68).
In a similar study, Bloom (1980) employed an interpretive content analysis to formulate a
working definition using existent cross-discipline definitions pulled from the literature. The
study analyzed 24 definitions uncovered from studies from a “20-year span of publications”
(Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 60). Through interpretive content analysis, six core themes emerged
“creating a synthesis of key conceptual points” (p. 61).
Abductive Qualitative Content Analysis
Inductive, deductive, and abductive approaches can be deployed in qualitative content
analysis (Graneheim et al., 2017; Krippendorff, 2004). The abductive approach provides for a
“more complete understanding” (Graneheim et al., 2017, p. 31). The term implies that the
analysis moves between the deductive and inductive approaches. Abduction is conceptually
rooted in Aristotle’s teachings and was reintroduced by Charles Sanders Peirce for “thinking in
modern times” (Eriksson & Lindström, 1997, p. 195). It can be viewed as a “combination of
induction and deduction” (p. 197).
Listening to the Conversation
The QIMS method emphasizes the importance of maintaining the “integrity of the
original study” all the way through the process (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 288). Use of direct
quotations extracted from original documents ensures that original voices are heard (p. 288).
Direct quotations are used throughout the study as data to hear the scholarly conversation around
multiliteracies and multimodality.
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Data Collection & Analysis

For qualitative research, it has been recommended that “data analysis should also be
conducted along with (not after) data collection” (Merriam & Tisdell, 201, p. 297). Qualitative
data analysis is not a series of sequential steps (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The steps are
“interrelated and often go on simultaneously in a research project” (p. 185). The process has
been compared to a spiral that begins with the data collection and then moves to data
management, close reading and memo notations, coding with descriptions and classifications,
interpretations, providing representation and visualization of the data, and finally communicating
the findings.
RESEARCH DESIGN BY CHAPTERS
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 each have their own strategies for sampling, data collection, and
data analysis.
This section unpacks the emergent qualitative research design within the individual
chapters.
Research Design for Chapter 4
As previously noted, chapter four is a chronological collection of multiliteracies
frameworks that have followed the New London Group’s seminal work published in 1996 The
four meta-literacies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy)
proposed in this dissertation are compared to the frameworks.
Sampling
Nine multiliteracies frameworks, representing a 25-year span of time, were used as a
sample set for the qualitative interpretive content analysis in Chapter 4. In qualitative research,
“deliberate sampling” or purposive sampling is employed rather than probability sampling
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(Punch, 2014, p. 161). Qualitative researchers should develop a sampling plan and parameters
that reflect the “purposes and research questions” of the investigation (p. 161). The scarlet, or
unifying thread, was the explicit or implicit connection to multiliteracies and multimodality
concepts originating with the New London Group (Cazden et al, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).
The concepts of multiliteracies and multimodality are central to this qualitative interpretative
meta-synthesis dissertation.
To examine the evolution of theory and thought in multiliteracies, a chronological listing
of related frameworks was desirable. Frameworks were uncovered through multiple strategies
including online database searches, casting “a broad net including grey literature” (Aguirre &
Bolton, 2014, p. 284), a “wide reading” in multiliteracies and multimodality (Drisko & Maschi,
2016, p. 61), and close readings of reference sections and citations. Keywords used in database
searches included multimodal framework, multiliteracies, multimodality, multiliteracies
framework, multiliteracy framework, and multiliteracies and multimodality.
The nine frameworks chosen, which also include the initial New London Group’s
multiliteracies framework, do not represent an exhaustive list of multiliteracies framework
contributions that fill in the gap between 1997 and 2022. They do represent a crosse-section of
disciplines and include common threads like semiotic tradition, references to multiliteracies and
multimodality, key researchers in multiliteracies and/or multimodality, and cross-references
within the list.
“Temporal relevance” determinations need to be made in the sampling process (Aguirre
& Bolton, 2014, p. 286). To analyze the progression of thought and theory in multiliteracies and
multimodality over a 25-year time span, it was desirable to include samples of frameworks that
were introduced in a variety of years.
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Data Collection
Following the sample selection, data extraction is the next step in the qualitative
interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) process (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014). This process is similar to
the qualitative interpretive content analysis where “data collection links sampling and coding”
(Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 72).
Multiple readings of the text and memoing were two strategies used in the data collection
process. In addition to multiple readings of the texts, the references were read for patterns and
connections to other notable work. Memoing, a technique commonly used in grounded theory,
was employed by the researcher to become immersed in the data, to “explore the meanings”
within the data, and to “maintain continuity” while conducting the research (Birks et al., 2008, p.
69). Memoing also embeds a “reflexive stance” into the research study (p. 69).
Creation of tables is common practice in data extraction in the QIMS research model
(Aguirre & Bolton, 2014). The nine multiliteracies frameworks (including the New London
Group’s multiliteracies framework) were compiled and formatted into a table.
Data Analysis
Following the data extraction process, the content was coded using both inductive and
deductive methods. From the “preliminary raw data,” the individual literacies were extracted and
described as “coding in interpretive content analysis is largely descriptive” (Drisko & Maschi,
2016, p. 73). The content was also deductively coded using the four meta-literacies (digital,
multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) for digital multimodal communication that have been
proposed by this dissertation. The analysis included both “manifest and latent content” (p. 72).
This movement between inductive and deductive approaches has been described as an abductive
approach (Graneheim et al., 2017, p. 31). As texts are analyzed using qualitative content
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analysis, manifest content is described while latent content is interpreted. Similar to the process
in grounded theory approaches, there are “constant comparisons” being made in the form of a
“mini-synthesis” (Weed, 2005, p. 28).
Themes
The literacies or dimensions are extracted from a chronology of multiliteracies
frameworks that began with the New London Group’s (Cazden et al., 1996) original pedagogy of
multiliteracies framework. Framework literacies and dimensions are extracted and analyzed.
Following that, the framework themes were synthesized with the four proposed meta-literacies in
order to answer RQ 2: How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication?
The proposed four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) served as
overarching themes that were used to analyze the themes that had emerged from the frameworks.
This emergent approach was a recursive process of going back and forth between the original
themes and the proposed overarching meta-literacies. It serves to remember that the purpose of
the study was to propose four meta-literacies in digital multimodal communication in order to
create a more cohesive understanding of what it means to be a multiliterate communicator.
Through a process of listening to the scholarly conversation, overarching themes emerged
from the chronology of frameworks. The overarching themes in Chapter 4 were later synthesized
with those from Chapter 5. The synthesis of the two chapters is addressed in Chapter 6 of this
qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study.
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Research Design for Chapter 5

Chapter 5 explores definitions of four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia
literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy—through a broad array of definitional literature
to propose definitional boundaries.
Sampling
A “broad net” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 284) was thrown here similar to the sampling
strategy in Chapter 4. The sampling included books, academic articles and studies, grey
literature, white papers, and other content. Keyword searches for definitional literature included
multiliteracies, digital literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy, multimedia literacy,
multimodality, multimodal communication, digital multimodal communication, and multimodal
pedagogy; many of those keywords were also paired with a definition. The Chapter 4
multiliteracies and multimodal frameworks also informed the sampling group. Many of those
sources offered definitional content or resources through their reference lists. Similar to Stordy
(2015), this qualitative interpretation meta-synthesis study followed a “selective back and
forward citation search and further review of relevant documents” (p. 456).
Close readings of the initial sample set including reference lists were helpful for
following the red thread of qualitative research (Graneheim et al., 2017). The researcher’s own
knowledge and experience with digital literacy standards for K-12 was also used as institutional
research from nonprofit organizations was incorporated within the “broad net” of the QIMS
methodology (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014).
Data Collection
Data collection processes were similar to Chapter 4. An initial table was created to
organize the data into a set. An effort was made to collect “relevant, informative, and varied
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data” which is “central to the content analysis data collection process” (Drisko & Maschi, 2016,
p. 72). After a close reading of the information, the content was descriptively coded.
Because of the muddiness of terminology in multiliteracies, a code list was a useful tool
in the process. A code list is a “tentative list of topics” that researchers may “find revealing or
useful” (Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 74). The list included umbrella terms, synonyms, and similar
literacies. Those concepts became the initial themes that emerged from the literature and helped
to create an organizing construct in the first part of Chapter 5.
Data Analysis
The content from the sampling group was extracted “as well as categorized and
organized” into another table before the results were synthesized (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p.
288). The definitions pulled from the data were compared to the working definitions for the four
meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy.
Similar to Bloom (1980), a narrative summary is provided for the reader as definitional phrases
and concepts are synthesized into definitional boundaries (Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 74). The
researcher was careful to include information about “disconfirming or exceptional data that do
not fit the emerging definition” (p. 77). As unpacked in Chapter 2 and noted elsewhere, there
exists much conflict in multiliteracies and multimodal definitions and concepts.
Themes
Initial themes that emerged from the definitional literature. Each of the four proposed
meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy—
were examined using the themes as an organizing construct. The content was synthesized into
four organizing definitional buckets in digital multimodal communication. The buckets were
informed by both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 content.
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Overarching themes developed from Chapter 5 as well. Those overarching themes were
synthesized with Chapter 4 in the discussion for Chapter 6.
Meta-Synthesis
As noted, the content from both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 informed the working
definitions and definitional buckets for the four proposed meta-literacies. The overarching
themes from both chapters were synthesized in Chapter 6 to inform the proposed model of four
meta-literacies in digital multimodal communication.
Overall Data Collection
The data collection process included multiple readings of the text and the reflexive
practice of memoing (Birks et al., 2008). The processes for data collection and analysis were
very similar to Chapter 4 except on a smaller scale. A table was created to organize the
information.
Overall Data Analysis
The data analysis was inductive with both elements of inductive and deductive
approaches. The content was repeatedly read and descriptive themes were extracted.
Deductively, the content was scoured for evidence of the four meta-literacies which are the basis
of this qualitative dissertation study. Both implicit and explicit mentions of the literacies were
noted. The process of interpreting the latent content, or implicit content, helped to reveal the “red
thread” (Graneheim et al., 2017). Comparisons between the sampling literature and the metaliteracies form another level of “mini-synthesis” (Weed, 2005, p. 28). The descriptive analysis is
careful to include the “negative case” or content that does not easily translate to the four metaliteracies definitional boundaries.
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From Extraction to Synergistic Understanding
Qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis (QIMS) is a structured methodology for
synergistic understanding. The process put forth by Aguirre and Bolton (2014) begins with data
extraction and ends with a synergistic understanding. This model begins with the identification
of themes which are identified by repeatedly reading the literature to identify phrases,
terminology, metaphors, and concepts that emerge to create a “synergistic picture of the
phenomenon'' (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 286). Although this qualitative interpretative metasynthesis dissertation took a deductive approach by proposing the four meta-literacies early in
the study, the literature was separately analyzed for themes which would inform those
definitions. Those themes will be discussed at length in both Chapters 4 and 5.
The results of the “synergistic understanding” developed through the QIMS process are
used to “generate conclusions, theory, and implications” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 290). In
this study, four meta-literacies were proposed— digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal
literacy, rhetorical literacy. The QIMS methodology allowed for a recursive process in which the
proposed meta-literacies could be synthesized in three different ways: (1) through an
examination of frameworks, (2) through an examination of definitional literature, (3) a synthesis
of the two.
TRUSTWORTHINESS
All research methods, whether quantitative or qualitative, have limitations and are
“subject to possible researcher bias” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 290). Strategies can be
employed to mitigate potential bias in qualitative research.
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Triangulation

Triangulation of data is a recommended validation strategy (Cresswell & Cresswell,
2018). Triangulation establishes trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry (Cresswell & Poth, 2018).
It is an “imperative” part of a qualitative interpretation meta-synthesis study and is “inherent in
process with various studies providing diversity” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 289). This
dissertation provides a broad range of literature with “multiple sources of data,” a diversity of
studies including other meta-studies and syntheses of literature, and a wide range of types of
sources (books, academic literature, professional literature, and grey literature). It also
synthesizes across traditions (e.g., education, business, literacy, library science, science,
semiotics, communication) to provide a “triangulation of traditions” (p. 290).
Reflexivity
Another important validation strategy in qualitative research is reflexivity (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). In reflexivity, the researcher clarifies and “discloses their understandings about
the biases, values, and experiences” that they may bring to the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
261). This gives the audience an idea of the researcher’s position within the inquiry. Because of
the role of the qualitative researcher as the coding and decision-making instrument, “selfreflection and reflexivity” are central to the research process” (Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 78).
According to Miller et al. (2021), the qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis (QIMS)
methodology requires scholars to disclose their “professional qualifications and personal
background” in order to be as transparent about “potential biases” as possible (p. 1335). I am an
undergraduate faculty member at a business college of a small, midwestern university where I
teach business communication courses. Having taught business and computer classes in K-12, I
have a unique perspective on students’ digital skills and competencies across a spectrum of many
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grade levels. My former committee and grant work has allowed me to gain a deeper
understanding of information technology standards, and my year-long cohort with Code.org has
equipped me with computer science specific pedagogical strategies and techniques.
Negative Case
Finally, the validation strategy of “negative case analysis” could be employed (Creswell
& Poth, 2018, p. 261). As the data is coded and themes emerge, there may be inconsistencies or
even information that contradicts other data. The researcher has noted these variants within the
descriptive and interpretive analyses.
SUMMARY
Chapter 3 has described the methodology and research design of this qualitative
interpretive meta-synthesis with qualitative interpretive content analysis. Three separate metasyntheses of a breadth of literature are conducted in three separate chapters—Chapter 4, Chapter
5, and Chapter 6. The research design for each chapter has been unpacked in this methodology
chapter. The study has selected nine frameworks for the deep review in Chapter 4 and has
explored over 110 pieces of literature including the nine frameworks to explore the definitional
boundaries found in Chapter 5. The qualitative design is an emerging one as Birks et al. (2008)
have articulated: “qualitative research is an evolutionary journey” where “different
ideas…emerge” and direction changes due to findings in the data (p. 71).
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CHAPTER 4: MULTILITERACIES FRAMEWORKS AND META-LITERACIES
Chapter 4 focuses on RQ 1: How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of
multimodality and multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies
in digital multimodal communication? The chapter will chronologically introduce and describe
major frameworks found in multiliteracies and multimodality literature. Next, it will propose
four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) in multiliteracies and
multimodality that impact digital multimodal communication. Finally, it will use content analysis
to examine the major frameworks and draw comparisons to the meta-literacies proposed. The
meta-analysis of the literature and content analysis process will establish boundaries and an
organizing framework based on meta-literacies.
Grounded in Digital Multimodal Communication
As stated previously, digital multimodal communication is multimodal communication in
digital environments (Sindoni & Moschini, 2022). Although it may sound obvious and
simplistic, the distinction is important. As content has made a “shift from page to screen,” it has
“dramatically redefined” written communication (Smith, 2017, p. 259). Content created in digital
spaces is able to reach broader audiences and has capabilities to communicate in ways beyond
what the monomodal, written word is able to do (Nichols & Johnston, 2020; Smith, 2017; also
see Landlow & Delaney, 1991; Merchant, 2007).
Using Multiple Semiotic Modes in Communication
Communication in digital spaces has been described as multimodal and interactive
(Herring, 2016; Smith, 2017). Simply put, multimodal communication is the combination of two
or more modes of communication, like text and an image, that together create new meaning. An
example of this could be an email that includes a screenshot to extend the explanation given in
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the text: text plus a visual. Another example that may include the dual modes is a PowerPoint
slide that has text and an image. Pflaeging and Stöckl (2021a) have noted how “intricately
intertwined” the semiotic modalities of image and language become with “the medium in use”
(p. 398).
A mode is a semiotic resource for sign making embedded in a socio-cultural context
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001. Semiotic mode examples include text, sound, speech, gestures,
images, and color (Jewitt & Kress, 2008; Leander & Boldt, 2013; Pantaleo, 2019). Mode choices
and the interactions between the selections are significant in multimodal communication (Jewitt,
2016).
A Reminder of the Broad Application of Multimodality
There are a considerable number of researchers in multiple disciplines who directly
engage with multimodality (Bateman, 2018). Multimodality is an interdisciplinary concept that
can be found in “various scholarly traditions'' including art (Tønnessen & Forsgren, 2019, p. 4;
also Thomas, 2014). It has been adopted for a diversity of fields and disciplines like machine
learning and artificial intelligence in computer science (Baltrusaitis et al., 2019; Bruni et al.,
2014; Cukurova et al, 2019), health science (Koteyko & Hunt, 2016; Shi et al., 2018), and
education (Weninger, 2021). As a concept, multimodality is only decades old while the
“phenomenon of multimodal communication” is as “old as mankind” (Tønnessen & Forsgren,
2019 p. 4).
Multimodality in this Study
The reader is reminded that multimodality in the context of this study is limited to digital
multimodal communication for business and professional communication. Studies in machine
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learning (computer science) and multimodal neuroimaging (health science), for example, are
beyond the scope of this study.
Reintroducing Multiliteracies
Multiliteracies was first introduced in Chapter 1 of this investigation. In their “seminal
article,” the New London Group introduced the term multiliteracies out of concern amid a
changing communication environment where they felt a “new approach to literacy pedagogy”
was needed (Wong, 2021, p. 148; also see Cazden et al., 1996). The multiliteracies framework
approach recognized that all communication is multimodal (Cazden et al., 1996; Cope &
Kalantzis, 2000; Smith, 2017; ). It conveyed the challenges that existed and would increasingly
exist in preparing communicators for a “fast-paced, dynamic and multimodal future” that was
just taking shape on the cusp of a new century (Mizusawa, 2021, p. 727). To be multiliterate, one
must possess skills and literacies to create meaning using multiple modes “beyond the verbal,
such as colour [sic], sound, gesture and movement” (p. 728).
Meta-Synthesis Approach
This investigation uses a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis approach to examine a
wide range of literature around digital multimodal communication and multiliteracies to uncover
meta literacies. Qualitative meta-synthesis is a multidisciplinary approach that has been used in
healthcare research (Cernat et al., 2019; Crowe et al., 2017; Hegarty et al., 2020), in education
(DePape & Lindsay, 2016; Freedle & Wahman, 2021), in business (Adler & Lalonde, 2020;
Bhardwaj & Srivastava, 2021; Lazazzara et al., 2020), and in social science (Khany &
Mohammadi, 2020; Siau & Long, 2005). A meta-synthesis approach integrates “multiple studies
in order to produce comprehensive and interpretive findings” (Siau & Long, 2005, p. 448).
Studies are exploratory and often “inductive” in design (Hoon, 2013, p. 523).

FOUR META-LITERACIES

83
A Similar Meta-Approach

A similar qualitative meta-study was conducted by Sparks et al. (2016) for the
Educational Testing Service (ETS). The ETS is a company that offers popular exams including
the GRE entrance exam for graduate school, the Praxis exams for educator licensing, and
TOEFL exams to test English language levels for college admissions (Educational Testing
Service, n.d.). Sparks et al. (2016) authored a white paper research study that compiled and
compared key frameworks in digital information literacy (DIL). Once synthesized, the results
served as the foundation of their “proposed operational definition of DIL to inform DIL
assessment that serves the needs of higher education institutes” (p. 3).
THE NEED FOR META-LITERACIES
Across the literature, both academic and organizational, there is a massive amount of
content written about multiliteracies and multimodality including close cousins of digital
literacy, media literacy, information literacy, digital information literacy, multimodal literacy,
multimedia literacy, and more (Buckingham, 2003; Gallagher, 2020; Ng, 2012b; Sparks et al.,
2016;). Ng (2012b) has listed a “range of terms” put forth in the literature (p. 35). These terms
include “ICT literacy, information technology literacy, digital literacy, technology literacy,
media literacy, information literacy, net literacy, online literacy and new literacies'' (p. 35). The
terminology and definitions determined by multiliteracies and multimodality researchers have
been adapted for their individual fields of study and/or audiences (Churchill, 2020). As one
begins to dig into the proverbial boxes of research strewn into various storage locations,
definitions and concepts emerge like entangled holiday lights or puzzle boxes with missing
pieces. The interconnected concepts around multiliteracies and multimodality (Lauer, 2009) may
muddy “theoretical waters” (Serafini, 2014, p. 28) and are “slippery” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000,
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p. 224) with “very fuzzy borders'' (Forceville, 2020, p. 159) which include concepts that are
somewhat “impressionistic” (Jewitt, 2013) representing a veritable “definitional snake pit”
(Kjedsen & Hess, 2021, p. 329; from Tseronis & Forceville, 2017, p. 4).
Secker (2018) has indicated that “there is still work to be done to map these abilities onto
a common framework and to develop an approach for embedding this into the curriculum” (p.
10). Feerrar (2019) has noted that “digital literacy models and frameworks” have been developed
“by institutions and individuals across sectors” to “further define and more fully conceptualize”
digital literacy practices (p. 93).
THE CHRONOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT OF MULTILITERACIES
Through the process of content analysis, this qualitative meta-synthesis investigation
follows the chronological evolution of nine multiliteracies frameworks (including the New
London Group’s framework) that have been theorized since the publication of the New London
Group’s treatise in 1996 (Cazden et al., 1996). For this study, the terms framework and model
will be used interchangeably. The frameworks are introduced in chronological order so that the
reader can follow the progression of thought and conversation in the literature (see Table 2).
Frameworks in Multiliteracies Following the New London Group from 1996 to 2022
This section will introduce and describe the frameworks in chronological order to give
the reader a conceptual understanding of the evolution and development of multiliteracies and
multimodality in digital multimodal communication.
Pedagogy of Multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996)
The New London Group (Cazden et al., 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000), as earlier
indicated, coined the phrases multiliteracies and multimodality in response to disruptive changes
due to a new digital age. They postulated that a new pedagogy, a “pedagogy of multiliteracies,”
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was needed that focused on broader “modes of representation” beyond just language (p. 64). As
new forms of communication had begun to reshape how language was used, they argued that
“one set of standards or skills” was not enough to prepare students for an evolving and complex
communication environment (p. 64). They recognized an “increasing local diversity and global
connectedness” which also called for multiple literacies to be taught (p. 64).
Table 2
Frameworks in Chapter
Frameworks in Chapter 4
Cazden et al.
(1996)

Linguistic, Visual, Audio, Gestural, Spatial, Multimodal
*Accomplished Through Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical Framing, Transformed Practice

Cook (2002)

Basic Literacy, Rhetorical Literacy, Social Literacy, Technical Literacy, Ethical Literacy, Critical Literacy

Eshet-Alkalai
(2004)

Photo-Visual Literacy, Reproduction Literacy, Information Literacy, Branching Literacy, Social-Emotional Literacy

Selber (2004)

Functional Literacy, Critical Literacy, Rhetorical Literacy

Ng (2012b)

Feerrar (2019)

Gallagher (2020)

Technical (Operational Literacy, Critical Literacy)
Cognitive (Informational Literacy, Critical Literacy, Multiliteracies Including Multimodal Literacy)
Social-Emotional (Social-Emotional Literacy, Critical Literacy)
Technical + Cognitive (Reproduction literacy, Branching Literacy)
Technical + Social-Emotional (Social Networking Functional Literacy)
Social-Emotional + Cognitive (Online Etiquette Literacy, Cybersafety Literacy)
Competencies: Identity and Well-being, Discovery, Evaluation, Ethics, Creation and Scholarship, Communication
and Collaboration, Curation
*All include technical, critical thinking, and social aspects
Multimodal Literacy, Rhetorical Literacy, Sociocultural Literacy, Ethical Literacy, Technological Literacy

McGrail et al.
(2021)

Audience, Mode and Meaning, Originality

Sindoni et al.
(2022)

Multimodal Orchestration, Digital Technologies, Intercultural Communications, Transversal Skills.

The New London Group proposed a framework to conceptualize multiliteracies that was
comprised of “six design elements” (Cazden et al., p. 65). These design elements should not be
confused or mistaken for traditional elements of design: line, shape, color, typography, texture,
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and space (Morales, 2020). The design elements for “meaning-making” in multiliteracies posited
by the New London Group were linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, spatial, and multimodal
(Cazden et al., 1996, p. 65). Multimodal was said to “relate the first five modes of meaning to
each other” (p. 65). Multimodal communication, as previously indicated, is the combination of
modes that create meaning together (Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Jiang & Gao, 2020; Pantaleo,
2019). An example is when text is partnered with a visual to provide more complete meaningmaking or communication.
Layered Literacies (Cook, 2002)
Through synthesis and classification of “current thinking about technical communication
pedagogy,” a framework of layer literacies was theorized by Cook in 2002 (p. 7). The process
resulted in “six key literacies” which were identified as basic, rhetorical, social, technological,
ethical, and critical (p. 8). Although Cook (2002) does not directly cite the New London Group
or major thought leaders in multiliteracies or multimodality, it is evident that the scholar was
familiar with related literature. The study was conceived due to the challenges in technical
communication pedagogy to “construct learning communities with integrated, situated, and
multiple literacy-learning opportunities” (p. 6). Without identifying specific literacies that
“technical communicators” would need to possess, planning curriculum and training is a
challenge (p. 6). It is interesting to note that even in 2002 the problem was not due to a “lack of
literature” related to literacies but rather because of the “breadth of that literature” (p. 6).
Cook (2002) has given boundaries to each literacy which were differentiated through a
“synthesis of recent literature” (p. 9). The author has emphasized a layered approach in defining
each literacy included in the package of multiliteracies necessary for technical and professional
communicators to be “successful” in the workplace (p. 7). The concept of a “layered approach”
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helps to describe how literacies do not exist in isolation but are intersecting and integrating other
literacies (p. 8). In other words, it is possible to differentiate individual literacies for definition
purposes, but in application and everyday use, literacies may overlap—hence the term layer. The
layered concept can be seen in later multiliteracies frameworks with similar terminology (EshetAlkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019; Gallagher, 2020; McGrail, 2021; Ng, 2012b; Sindoni et al., 2022).
Cook’s (2002) impact can be explicitly seen in Gallagher’s (2020) model which is examined
later in this chapter.
Basic Literacy
The first of six literacies proposed by Cook (2002) and theorized through the lens of
technical communication is basic literacy. It incorporates ideas of basic literacy as in the “ability
to read and write” (p. 8). As technical communication has developed, it has grown to include
“rules and principles of grammar, mechanics, style guides, generic forms, and design guidelines''
(p. 9). Cook has noted that this narrow scope of literacy is limited in more complex and diverse
communication environments—especially in digital applications. When layered with other
literacies, such as rhetorical literacy, communicators are able to make “informed decisions”
around principles of basic literacy founded in audience and situation awareness to achieve
communication goals (p. 9).
The New London Group has reflected similar ideas in their popular treatise on
multiliteracies (Cazden et al., 1996). Their mission was to “extend the idea and scope of literacy
pedagogy” beyond the traditional ideas which were “restricted to formalized, monolingual,
monocultural, and rule-governed forms of language” (p. 61).
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Rhetorical Literacy
Rhetorical literacy is that which enables communicators to tailor multimodal messages to
“specific purpose or audience” (Cook, 2002, p. 10). Skills that characterize the rhetoricallyliterate include the ability to understand how the role of audience shapes communication; how to
analyze the purpose of the communication along with the “writing situation” to respond to the
audience; how to apply strategies to communication efforts based on “specific audience, purpose,
and communication situation; and how to identify ideological stances of one’s self and of the
audience (p. 10). In contrast with basic literacy that is founded in rules and principles, rhetorical
literacy is a “set of fluid skills and reflective practices” (p. 10).
Kress (2010) has argued that the social-semiotic multimodal theory of communication
“demands a rhetorical approach to communication” (p. 26). The communicator, or rhetor, needs
to have full awareness of the communicative situation and an understanding of the audience. In a
“multimodal world of communication,” the “rhetorical approach” is viewed as essential as the
rhetor makes design choices in communication (p. 26). Multimodal rhetorical is a concept that
has been used extensively in the body of multimodal literature (Engebretsen, 2012; Forceville &
Kjeldsen, 2018; Jacobs, 2007; Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021; Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a; Pflaeging &
Stöckl, 2021b).
Social Literacy
Cook (2002) has introduced a third literacy, social literacy, which has emphasized
collaboration and social skills needed for communication success in the workplace. In
differentiating this literacy, the author has noted the foundations of collaboration in “Aristotle’s
work” as rhetors interact or collaborate with their audiences. Social literacy, in Cook’s layered
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literacies framework, highlights the concept of an involved audience who may not always be
“physically present with the author” (p. 11).
While collaboration is an important workplace skill to isolate in multiliteracies, Cook’s
definition is very closely related to rhetorical literacy and could easily fall under that literacy.
The New London Group recognized that new pedagogies were needed due to the globalization of
work and the “old vertical chains of command” having been replaced by “horizontal
relationships of teamwork” (Cazden et al., 1996, p. 66). The multiliteracies framework has
recognized that collaboration and teamwork necessitate a multiplicity of literacies as multimodal
communication is both culturally and socially constructed. Jewitt & Kress (2008) has shown that
multimodality is the “field of application” for social semiotic theory (p. 9). Their adoption of
social as an adjective was done to draw “attention to a criterial aspect of this version of semiotic
theory” (p. 10). They wanted to underscore the important role that people play in meaningmaking including their “social agency” (p. 10). Part of the social in Cook’s (2002) social literacy
could also be reflected in multimodal literacy.
Social literacy, as described by Cook (2002), has also described the social aspects of
utilizing “electronic communication technologies” (p. 12). Socially literate individuals have
learned to handle conflict and recognize social expectations when collaborating in spaces like
“electronic discussion forums” (p. 12).
Technological Literacy
Technological literacy was a new development in professional communication pedagogy
when Cook (2002) developed the layered literacies framework. Computer literacy which
emphasized “students’ knowledge of specific computer application” was a component of training
for technical and professional communication (p. 13). There became a clear need for a broader

FOUR META-LITERACIES

90

form of literacy to incorporate communication technology disruptions that were happening at the
turn of the 21st century. In layered literacies, technological literacy included having a “working
knowledge of technologies” that enabled professionals to “produce communications, documents,
or products;” an understanding of how technologies could be utilized to “promote social
interaction and collaboration;” the skill to “research how users work with technologies;” and the
ability to analyze the research data for decision-making and for production of documents. (p. 13).
Cook (2002) has emphasized that “proficiency is only one component of technological
literacy” (p. 13). Professional communicators must become what Cook had termed “user
advocates or facilitators” (p. 13). They must be well-versed in “user preferences and
requirements for technology” as technological literacy takes on a rhetorical spin (p. 13).
Ethical Literacy
Ethical literacy is the fifth literacy proposed by Cook (2002) in the layered literacies
framework. According to Cook (2002), ethical literacy can be defined as having the knowledge
of “professional ethical standards” and the ability to “consider all the stakeholders involved in a
writing situation” (p. 15). Rather than expounding on definitional aspect of ethics, Cook has
followed the chronological development of ethical pedagogy and illustrated why ethical
pedagogies are needed in the technical communication field. One example is related to visual
literacy. Professional communicators must be able to make document design and visual
communication choices (i.e., illustration, graphics) that are ethical. When design and rhetorical
choices are made in digital multimodal communication, practitioners need to be adept in ethical
literacy.
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By incorporating ethics into the curriculum, Cook (2002) had posited that communicators
would become better decision-makers as they become more aware of the “ethical implications”
and of their “responsibilities as citizens and workers” in society (p. 16).
Critical Literacy
The last literacy introduced by Cook (2002) into the layered framework was critical
literacy. It was recognized as the literacy that was “most difficult to define” because of how it
was interwoven with the other literacies (p. 16). Defined as “the ability to recognize and consider
ideological stances and power structures and the willingness to take action to assist those in
need,” critical literacy would become a voice for those who were unable to communicate (p. 16).
Cook had noted the layered nature of critical literacy with technical and social literacy, and even
argued that critical literacy “could be considered another key component of technological
literacy” (p. 17).
Digital Literacy (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004)
Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) model for digital literacy is arguably the most influential
framework in this chronology beyond the New London Group. Pangrazio et al. (2020) has noted
that Eshet-Alkalai’s framework is one of the “top 10 most cited” frameworks for educational
purposes with a noted “655 citations” (p. 447). Eshet-Alkalai (2004) proposed a new conceptual
framework for digital literacy which encompassed multiple literacies. Five different types of
literacy were incorporated into the framework—photo-visual literacy, reproduction literacy,
information literacy, branching literacy, and socio-emotional literacy (p. 94). There was a sense
of a growing need for those who possess a “variety of technical, cognitive, and sociological
skills” for problem-solving and task completion in “digital environments” (p. 93). This skill set
has been referred to most commonly as digital literacy.
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The author has expressed a frustration with the terminology surrounding digital literacy
as its usage has led to “misunderstandings, misconceptions, and poor communication among
researchers” (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, p. 94) and those responsible for designing digital learning
spaces (Norton & Wiburg, 1998). It was argued that a multiple literacy framework would
improve understanding of digital literacy and create “more precise guidelines” for planning (p.
94).
The framework was tested on participants that included “10 high school students, 10
university students, and 10 adults” (p. 94). The result of the preliminary study was shown to
considerably improve the “understanding of how learners work in digital environments” (p. 94).
The impact of Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) can be seen in Ng’s (2012b) model. Each of EshetAlkalai’s literacies have been incorporated into Ng’s (2012b) “dimensions of digital literacy” (p.
56) which will be unpacked later in this chapter. Eshet-Alkalai (2004) also informed Feerrar’s
(2019) work on a digital literacy framework which is also examined later in this chapter.
Photo-Visual Literacy
Photo-visual literacy, the first of five literacies in Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) framework,
allows users to intuitively read and understand visual information. Those possessing visual
literacy are said to have “good visual memory and strong intuitive-associative thinking” in order
to decode visual communication with ease and fluency (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, p. 95). Although
the study does not reference it, this idea parallels ideas found in Gunther Kress and Theo van
Leeuwen’s (2006) book, Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design. The book was
originally published in 1996 and reprinted in 2006. As the reader will recall, Gunther Kress and
Theo van Leeuwen were both social semiotic multimodal scholars. Kress was part of the New
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London Group that conceived the idea of multiliteracies and multimodality (Cazden et al., 1996;
Iedma, 2003; Lauer, 2009).
In Reading Images, the authors have described how choices in modes like color or
structure can “affect meaning” in visual communication (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 2).
They argue that visual communication has moved from the arena of “specialists” to the “domain
of public communication,” and that visual literacy “will begin to be a matter of survival,
especially in the workplace” (p. 3). Multiple modes like color and structure “affect the meaning”
which is culturally and socially constructed (p. 2). One can easily draw parallels between EshetAlkalai’s photo-visual literacy and the theoretical concept of multimodality.
Reproduction Literacy
Reproduction literacy is the second literacy ascribed to Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004)
framework. Like Gutenberg’s innovative printing press, modern communication technologies
have allowed “new and unlimited possibilities for reproducing and distributing digital
information” (p. 97). It has allowed for new expressions of “originality, creativity, and talent”
but has raised some “profound questions” about ownership, authorship, plagiarism, and the like
(p. 97). Boundaries between art and technical skills are blurred. Eshet-Alkalai does not make a
distinction between the functional, skill-based aspect of the literacy and the cognitive, critical
thinking aspect. If reproduction literacy is the ability to utilize digital tools to “copy, reproduce,
and distribute” information, then it could fall under a meta-literacy that recognizes production
and digital skills (p. 97). If reproduction literacy involves high order thinking skills where
“researchers and students” use portions of existing work to create “original, true, and creative
work,” (p. 98), then this literacy better reflects concepts in information literacy, digital
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information literacy, and digital literacy (Gilster, 1997; Ng, 2012b; Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019;
Secker, 2018).
A close cousin to reproduction literacy would be the notion of digital reproduction
literacy (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Gilster, 1997; Labbo et al., 1998). It has been defined as “the
ability to create a meaningful, authentic, and creative work or interpretation, by integrating
existing independent pieces of information” (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, p. 98). Those who are
reproductively literate are able to discern between information that is “original, real, and
legitimate” (p. 98). This relates to concepts in digital literacy put forth by other scholars (Gilster,
1997; Machin-Mastromatteo, 2021; Ng, 2012b) who include information literacy and digital
literacy together. The idea of the digital citizen, as defined in the 2016 standards put forth by the
International Society of Technology in Education (ISTE), has encapsulated the ideas put forth by
Eshet-Alkalai (2004). According to ISTE, a digital citizen is one who is able to “recognize the
rights, responsibilities and opportunities of living, learning and working in an interconnected
digital world, and they act and model in ways that are safe, legal and ethical” (ISTE standards,
n.d.).
Branching Literacy
Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has introduced the concept of branching literacy which in modern
digital terms is exemplified by hyperlinks and hypermedia. Branching literacy has “ancient
roots” in the innovation of books from scrolls (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Gilster, 1997). Books,
complete with pages and pagination, enabled readers to easily navigate between pages and
chapters and key concepts much like “modern hypermedia technology” (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, p.
99). In supporting the argument for branching literacy as one of five main digital literacies,
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Eshet-Alkalai has cited Lee and Hsu (2002) who have posited that branching literates possess
strong spatial orientation skills within multiple dimensions.
Parallels can be drawn to the multiliteracies design framework which originated with the
New London Group (Cazden et al., 1996). Modes of meaning defined in their model included:
linguistic design, visual design, gestural design, spatial design, and audio design (p. 83). The
design modalities combine to create multimodal communication.
Individuals who are branching-literate have good navigation skills (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004;
Ng, 2012b). The individual is able to orient themselves in a technological environment where
“multimedia (text, graphics, audio, and video) and hypertext are intertwined” (Ng, 2012b, p. 37).
Lauer (2009) has noted that connections between hypermedia and multimedia as the former
“preceded” the latter (p. 228). Multimedia and multimodal are terms that have been used in place
of each other (Lauer, 2009; citing Alexander, 2006; Anderson et al., 2006).
Information Literacy
Although the “need to properly evaluate information is not unique to the digital era,” the
demand for those who can wisely evaluate information has drastically increased “with the
unlimited exposure to digital information” (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004, p. 100). In the digital literacy
framework put forth by Eshet-Alkalai, the term information literacy has related to the “cognitive
skills that consumers use to evaluate information in an educated and effective manner” (p. 101).
As noted elsewhere in this qualitative meta-synthesis study, information literacy “has
clear overlaps with terms such as media literacy, digital literacy and the field of new literacies”
(Secker, 2018, p. 7). Even Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has defined information literacy as an aspect of
digital literacy.
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Socio-Emotional Literacy
The fifth literacy that has been categorized within Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) digital literacy
framework is socio-emotional literacy. As communication technologies have allowed for the
expansion of McLuhan’s global village, new opportunities and new problems have arisen (EshetAlkalai, 2004; McLuhan et al., 2010). In this “jungle of human communication,” it is often
difficult for innocent or immature users to understand the rules and dangers (p. 102). The study
describes a socially literate individual as one who is “very critical, analytical, and mature, and
must have a high degree of information literacy and branching literacy” (p. 102).
A comparison could be made between this literacy and aspects of digital literacy found in
other frameworks and studies. ISTE’s student standards for digital citizens reflects EshetAlkalai’s (2004) conceptualization of socio-emotional literacy: “Students recognize the rights,
responsibilities and opportunities of living, learning and working in an interconnected digital
world, and they act and model in ways that are safe, legal and ethical” (ISTE standards for
students, n.d., Standard 1.2). The sub standards provide more clarity as they recognize the need
to manage digital reputation and identity, engage in safe and ethical behavior, understand the
responsibilities in dealing with intellectual property, and dealing with issues of privacy and
digital security.
In dealing with socio-emotional literacy, Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has recognized the need
for digital-savvy but does not fully address the rhetorical aspect of socio-emotional literacy.
Socio-emotionally literate individuals who are now engaged in a global community need to be
able to critically evaluate their communication impact. Returning to Cook’s (2002) concepts of
rhetorical literacy, individuals need to “conceptualize and shape” messages to “specific purpose
or audience” (p. 10).
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Multiliteracies for a Digital Age (Selber, 2004)
Like Cook (2002), Selber (2004) sought to “reimagine computer literacy” (p. 1). Selber
had viewed computer literacy as a “vexing and ongoing problem” in education (p. 2). In 2004,
universities and colleges in the US were just “beginning to embrace requirements for computer
literacy” as accreditation organizations and employers put pressure on them (p. 14). Selber
recognized that multiple approaches to computer and related literacies would exist because they
“do not travel seamlessly or unproblematically across contexts, cultures, and communities” (p.
22).
In the book, Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, Selber (2004) has proposed a framework as
“part of a larger, ongoing conversation” (p. 23). He argued there should be an emphasis on the
“different kinds of computer literacies” or multiliteracies. Selber described three literacy
categories that he described as “complimentary” [sic] rather than competing (p. 24). This idea is
similar to Cook’s (2002) approach with literacies having been described as layering upon one
another. It also relates to the New London Group’s explanation of multiliteracies as being
interconnected (Cazden et al, 1996).
Selber (2004) has argued for three overarching literacies in multiliteracies. Functional
literacy, critical literacy, and rhetorical literacy have been isolated as the key literacies needed in
computer literacy for the digital age. Interestingly, Selber (2004) understood and articulated that
“there would never be a final word on computer literacy” due to the “dynamic, contingent, and
negotiable” nature of communication technologies (p. 29).
Functional Literacy
In Selber’s (2004) framework for multiliteracies, functional literacy “includes the skills
associated with writing and communication processes” needed in “a digital age” (p. 44). Selber
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has recognized that it would be impossible to provide an “exhaustive list” of all the requirements
for “every conceivable situation” (p. 44). He has proposed five parameters that describe a
functionally literate individual. The parameters are educational goals, social conventions,
specialized discourses, management activities, and technological impasses (p. 45). The
parameters reflect a skills-based approach to literacy. In educational goals, a learner is able to
achieve educational goals through effective use of computers. In social conventions, learners
have an understanding of “social conventions” related to “computer use” (p. 45). In specialized
discourses, learners demonstrate how to use “specialized discourses” related to computers (p.
45). In management activities, learners are able to manage their “online world” (p. 45). In
technological impasses, learners are able to confidently solve technology issues.
Functional literacy, as constructed by Selber (2004), could be compared to Cook’s (2002)
layered literacies. Functional literacy includes aspects of both the basic literacy and the
technological literacy from Cook’s framework. One could say that functional literacy is basic
literacy and technological literacy layered together.
Critical Literacy
Selber (2004) has considered critical literacy to be the “neglected framework in computer
literacy programs” (p. 81). The objective of critical literacy is contrasted with the idea of
computer literacy as a “neutral enterprise” which “serves the utilitarian requirements of a
technological society” (p. 81). Critical literacy is concerned with biases, inequalities, cultural
values, social context, and the like.
As with functional literacy, Selber (2004) has provided parameters that describe a
critically literate individual in the digital age. The four parameters are design cultures, use
contexts, institutional forces, and popular representations (p. 96). In design cultures, learners are

FOUR META-LITERACIES

99

able to critically analyze “dominant perspectives” that impact computer-generated design
cultures and subsequent artifacts (p. 96). In use contexts, learners perceive that “use context” is
an “inseparable” part of computers (p. 96). In institutional forces, students see the connection
between “institutional forces” and “computer use” (p. 96). In popular representations, learners
critically evaluate how computers are represented in the mind of the public.
Critical literacy in the Selber (2004) framework has some direct parallels with Cook
(2002) who postulated a critical literacy that “promotes reflection, critique, and action” and the
“awareness of technologies within human contexts” (p. 17). It also connects back to the New
London Group’s conceptualization of a “pedagogy of multiliteracies” where meaning is
“constantly being remade by users” according to their “various cultural purposes” (Cazden,
1996, p. 64). The term, multiliteracies, reflects the increase of “local diversity and global
connectedness” (p. 64). One of four pedagogies proposed by the New London Group is “critical
framing” which allows critical evaluation around “historical, social, cultural, political,
ideological, and value-centered” contexts (p. 86).
Purpose Revisited
At this point, it is worth remembering the boundaries of this qualitative meta-analysis
investigation. The goal of this study is to unpack four meta-literacies in digital multimodal
communication that impact daily business communication including slide deck presentations.
The objective is to put forth a simplified format of the core literacies needed for effective
communication in digital multimodal communication environments. Because critical literacy is
reflected in the conceptual traditions of both multiliteracies and multimodality, for the purpose of
this study which proposes meta-literacies, critical literacy can clearly be seen as woven into the
fabric of the four meta-literacies.
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Rhetorical Literacy
The third component of multiliteracies needed for the digital age as proposed by Selber
(2004) is rhetorical literacy. Rhetorical literacy reflects what Selber (2004) has termed the “stock
concepts in composition” including the rhetorical canons, the rhetorical elements—ethos, pathos,
logos, and the “rhetorical situation”—audience, purpose, situation (p. 137). Although these
components “should serve as a linchpin in the education of computer-literature students” he
argued that “redefinitions of rhetoric can take place at the nexus of literacy and technology”
(Selber, 2004, p. 138).
Selber (2004) has recognized four parameters of rhetorically literate learners in the digital
age. They include persuasion, deliberation, reflection, and social action. In persuasion, the
learner understands that persuasion could be expressed both implicitly and explicitly through
“design contexts” (p. 147). In deliberation, the learner sees that “interface design problems” are
“representational arguments” that have been established through deliberation activities (p. 147).
In reflection, the learner is able to communicate “interface design knowledge” to critically
evaluate their actions and practices (p. 147). In social action, the learner perceives design as a
social action rather than just a technical action.
Cook (2002) has also categorized rhetorical literacy in multiliteracies. As noted earlier,
the connection between multimodality and rhetoric have been made consistently in the literature
(Bateman, 2018; Engebretsen, 2012; Forceville & Kjeldsen, 2018; Jacobs, 2007; Kjeldsen &
Hess, 2021; Kress, 2010; Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a; Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021b).
Framework for Digital Literacy (Ng, 2012b)
In the book, Empowering Scientific Literacy Through Digital Literacy and
Multiliteracies, Ng (2012b) has taken a different approach to categorization of multiliteracies. In
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order to “draw together broad definitions” and “specific features” of various computer-related
literacies, Ng has constructed a Venn diagram-style model that includes three foundational
dimensions of digital literacy and incorporates other models within the sections and intersections
(p. 38). By layering the circles, Ng (2012b) is reflecting the concept of layering literacies
proposed 10 years prior by Cook (2002).
Three Foundational Dimensions
The three dimensions Ng (2012b) has incorporated in the digital literacy framework are
technical, cognitive, and social-emotional. In the framework, the technical dimension of digital
literacy includes technical, operational, and functional skills. Some of the specific skills
highlighted by Ng are (1) the ability “to read manuals to conduct basic technical activities,” (2)
“to use application software,” (3) to use a “QWERTY keyboard,” (4) to “send attachments via
email,” (5) to “install programs,” and (6) to “learn independently with digital resources” (Ng,
2012b, p. 39-44).
The cognitive dimension of Ng’s digital literacy framework incorporates “critical
thinking and evaluative skills” (p. 38). In application, these cognitive skills enable learners and
practitioners to effectively select and evaluate which software programs are appropriate for the
audience and the task at hand. For example, a boardroom presenter who understands the three
basic types of presentation slide decks—reading deck, discussion deck, and briefing deck—will
know which one to choose and multimodally design for their “boardroom-style presentation”
(Gabrielle, 2010, p. 17).
Beyond that, the individual will possess cognitive skills to make choices within the
software environment regarding “appropriate feature/functions” for problem solving or for
demonstration of knowledge (p. 46). Ng has also included aspects of digital information literacy
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under the cognitive dimension when utilizing online resources. These aspects include
“knowledge of ethical, moral and copyright issues” (p. 45). Ng has acknowledged the similarities
with Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) digital literacy framework and the two included literacies—
information literacy and branching literacy.
The social-emotional dimension proposed in Ng’s (2012b) three-part model includes
social skills and “cybersafety skills” (p. 50). This includes anything from netiquette, online
safety, and cyberbullying to socializing, networking, online privacy, and online personas. A
digitally literate individual within the social-emotional dimension considers the “ethical and
cultural issues” that are embedded within digital environments and demonstrates “respect and
responsibility” while utilizing “digital technologies” (p. 52; also see Berson & Berson, 2003).
A Model of Three Dimensions in Digital Literacy
The framework proposed by Ng (2012b) is modeled by three overlapping circles
representing the three dimensions (technical, cognitive, social-emotional) discussed above.
Within the three circles are the “supporting literacies” (p. 53). The cognitive dimension is
supported by information literacy, critical literacy, and multiliteracies. The technical dimension
is supported by operational and critical literacy. The social-emotional dimension is supported by
social emotional literacy and critical literacy.
Intersections Between Dimensions
The intersections or overlaps between the three main dimensions (technical, cognitive,
social-emotional) include more components of digital literacy. The overlap between the
cognitive and social-emotional dimensions involve “online etiquette and cybersafety literacies”
(Ng, 2012b, p. 54). Ng has noted that it also includes critical literacy which in this case involves
“picking up cues” from the tone and content (p. 54).
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The layering of the social-emotional and technical dimensions includes navigational
skills specifically in social media. This specific literacy is “social networking functional literacy”
(p. 56). Between the layers of the cognitive and technical dimensions are two literacies borrowed
directly from Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) digital literacy framework—information literacy and
branching literacy.
At the center of Ng’s (2012b) model, where all three representational circles intersect, is
digital literacy. Digital literacy is then supported by the three main dimensions and their
supporting and intersecting literacies.
Incorporation of Multiliteracies and Multimodality
Literacies that support the cognitive dimension of digital literacy are information literacy,
critical literacy, and multiliteracies (Ng, 2012b). As digital communication technologies have
evolved, the concept of literacy has changed as well. Literacy has become plural. As previously
indicated, the term multiliteracies was “first proposed by the New London Group” in response to
technological changes and globalization (Ng, 2012b, p. 65; also see Cazden et al., 1996).
Communication is said to have become “increasingly multimodal” and meaning making can
differ within “cultural, social and professional contexts” (p. 65).
Multimodal communication is “the combination of two or mode modes of representation”
(Ng, 2012b, p. 70). The modes— written-linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, and spatial—
incorporated into Ng’s (2012b) model have been borrowed directly from the New London Group
(Cazden et al., 1996). Ng (2012b) has categorized multiliteracies, used elsewhere as an umbrella
term (see Chapter 5), as a dimension under the overarching term, digital literacy. The multiple
literacies under multiliteracies include linguistic literacy, visual literacy, audio literacy, spatial
literacy, and gestural literacy. According to Ng (2012b), multimodality is the combination of
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multiple literacies (linguistic literacy, visual literacy, audio literacy, spatial literacy, gestural
literacy) working together. This definition deviates a bit from other interpretations of
multimodality that define it as multiple modes working together to create a new communication
ensemble (Kress, 2010; Serafini, 2014), and that a “simple or complex digital artifact” is made
up of multiple modes “such as visuals, music, and various combinations of modes and graphic
designs” and more (Sindoni & Moschini, 2022, p. 2).
Incorporation of Critical Literacy
While Ng (2012b) limited how much attention critical literacy received in her book, it is
incorporated into all dimensions of the digital literacy framework. Ng defines the concept as the
“ability to analyse [sic] and critique the relationships between texts, language, power, social
groups and social practices” (p. 55).
Framework for Digital Literacy (Feerrar, 2019)
A 2019 case study highlights the development of a digital literacy framework for
institutional use at Virginia Tech (Feerrar, 2019). To develop the framework, a task force of nine
members was initiated to “explore existing frameworks,” to examine the “scope of digital
literacy” on their campus, and to make recommendations (p. 95). Feerrar was one of the ninemember task force that developed the digital literacy framework. After the initial draft, feedback
was gathered from a “variety of campus stakeholders” (p. 98). Final revisions were made to the
model based upon the feedback.
The revised digital literacy framework is illustrated by a pie-style graph with a circle in
the center (Feerrar, 2019). The student is at the center of the model. The seven competencies are
pieces that radiate out from the center. The seven competencies include identity and wellbeing,
discovery, evaluation, ethics, creation and scholarship, communication and collaboration, and
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curation. Surrounding the pie slices are “five key values” which are said to “connect and
contextualize the competencies” (p. 102).
Seven Competency Areas
The seven competencies—identity and well-being, discovery, evaluation, ethics, creation
and scholarship, communication and collaboration, and curation—have been described as
“interconnected” (Feerrar, 2019, p. 102). The interconnected, overlapping nature of literacies is a
common thread throughout digital literacy and multiliteracies literature (Cazden et al., 1996;
Cook, 2002; Ng, 2012b; Selber, 2004). The seven competencies each “include technical, critical
thinking and social aspects” (Feerrar, 2019, p. 102).
Five Key Values
Five key values—curiosity, reflection, equity and social justice, creativity, and
participation—frame the seven core competencies in the digital literacy framework developed
for Virginia Tech (Feerrar, 2019, p. 102). The values are said to provide the “why of digital
literacy” along with the “hope for learners as engaged digital citizens'' (p. 102).
Competencies and Literacies
Feerrar’s (2019) model does not unpack as neatly as other frameworks. The emphasis on
competencies rather than literacies does not help the matter. Chapter 5 spends some time
unpacking digital competence as part of the meta-literacy, multimedia literacy. Porat et al. (2018)
have noted that digital literacies frameworks focus either on skills and competencies or on
“cognitive and social-emotional aspects” (p. 24). Within the scarlet threads of Feerrar’s (2019)
model, the four proposed meta-literacies are evident. The synthesis of these ideas will be
unpacked later in this chapter.
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The Multiliteracies of Technical Communication (Gallagher, 2020)
As another advocate of layering literacies (Cook, 2002; Feerrar, 2019; Ng, 2012b; Selber,
2004), Gallagher (2020) has contributed a framework to address “multiliteracy needs” in digital
communication (p. 33). The framework was conceived as the researcher explored “past
multimodal, rhetorical, sociocultural, ethical, technological literacies” (p. 33). Gallagher’s
framework was developed from both Cook (2002) and Selber’s (2004) “older multiliteracy
frameworks” (p. 34). The new multiliteracies framework conceptualized by Gallagher (2020)
includes multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy, sociocultural literacy, ethical literacy, and
technological literacy.
Multimodal Literacy
Gallagher (2020) has defined multimodal literacy as having the “ability to comprehend,
use, and assess communication comprised of written, oral, visual, and electronic modes
responding in unique ways to situated user expectations” (p. 35). Multimodal literacy recognizes
the rhetorical nature of digital communication as “interwoven modes of communication” are
designed for persuasion (p. 36).
Rhetorical Literacy
Gallagher (2020) has indicated that the “art of persuasion and inclusion of persuasive
writing is ubiquitous in American professional and technical communication” (p. 36). He has
argued that audience influence and the communication situation are even “more pronounced in
modern rhetorical literacy” (p. 37). His thoughts are reflective of both Cook (2002) and Selber
(2004) who both included rhetorical literacy in their frameworks.
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Sociocultural Literacy
Sociocultural literacy has been incorporated into the multiliteracies framework to
represent the social, ideological, economic, and political actions of individuals (Gallagher, 2020).
This category reflects the social and critical literacies posited by Cook (2002) and critical literacy
posited by Selber (2004). Gallagher (2020) has noted that it “recognizes complex human systems
influencing” digital communication design (p. 38).
Ethical Literacy
Ethical literacy in Gallagher’s (2020) framework has been described as “understanding
and abiding sociocultural perspectives on moral, decorous, and appropriate communication
behavior” (pp. 38-39). It addresses issues of respect and responsibility in technical
communication design. Gallagher has noted that technical communication happens within a
“multimodal composing” environment where “electronic communication modes” meld together
(p. 6).
Technological Literacy
Technological literacy is the final literacy that is incorporated into Gallagher’s (2020)
framework. He has postulated three parts, based on Selber’s (2004) model, that are needed for
“rhetorically designing” digital communication (Gallagher, 2020, p. 39). As the reader will
recall, the three literacies are functional literacy, critical literacy, and rhetorical literacy.
Gallagher has differentiated these literacies as computer literacies—functional computer literacy,
critical computer literacy, and rhetorical computer literacy—to clarify that these are
“multiliteracies of technology” (p. 40)
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Interconnected Framework (McGrail et al., 2021)
McGrail et al. (2021) have proposed a framework composed of three domains in
multimodal composition—audience, mode and meaning, and originality. They have described
the domains as working together in a holistic manner and as being “both layered and
interconnected” (p. 281). Although Cook (2002) is not directly quoted here, the idea of layered
literacies in multiple literacies has continued to be applied two decades later.
The purpose of the framework was for use in assessing digital multimodal composition
(McGrail et al., 2021). Following an evaluation of related literature in digital multimodal
composition, McGrail et al. have shown a pattern of repetition around the “concepts of audience,
multimodality, and repurposing” (p. 281). From these three concepts, the three domains—
audience, mode and meaning, and originality—have been extrapolated.
The visual representation of the framework shows “overlapping blocks” that illustrate
core ideas about “interconnectedness” and the nonlinear aspect of “digital multimodal
composing” (McGrail et al., 2021, p. 281). Arrows encircle the three domain building blocks in
order to visually communicate the relationship of the three domains (audience, mode and
meaning, originality). Composition in multimodal communication is viewed as a recursive
process in the interconnected framework model (also see Fulwiler & Middleton, 2012; Jocius,
2020).
Audience
The first domain included in the interconnected framework is audience (McGrail et al.,
2021). Within the context of digital communication, the communicator’s audience awareness is
“situated in a complex and multidirectional relationship” with that audience (p. 282). McGrail et
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al. have noted that multimodal communication in digital spaces has “expanded the role of the
audience” while affording the composer more modality choices (p. 283).
Mode & Meaning
The second domain in the interconnected framework in digital multimodal composition is
mode and meaning (McGrail et al., 2021). According to McGrail et al., an “important aspect of
multimodal composition” is the “connection between mode and meaning” (p. 286).
Communicators must make decisions about which mode is “best suited to the piece’s intended
audience” (p. 287). Modes—like text, color, sound, facial expressions, movement, and visuals—
are “culturally and socially produced resources for representation” (Kress, 2005, p. 6). McGrail
et al. (2021) have emphasized that “choices of mode facilitate meaning for the audience” (p.
288).
Originality
The third of three domains in the interconnected framework is originality (McGrail et al.,
2021). Originality, in the context of this framework, is defined, “in part, through the concept of
remixing” (p. 291). In digital multimodal communication, originality does not necessarily mean
a whole new creation but rather an innovation on “that which already exists” (p. 291).
The originally-literate have the ability to transform content that exists in a “new fresh
way” (McGrail et al., 2021, p. 291). Without this literacy, multimodal communicators may
violate ethical standards including “plagiarism and copyright infringement” (p. 291).
Common Framework (Sindoni et al., 2022)
The Common Framework of Reference for Intercultural Digital Literacies (CFRIDiL)
was introduced in 2019 (Sindoni et al., 2019). The purpose of creating a new framework was to
provide “a set of new descriptors suitable to evaluate intercultural multimodal digital literacies”
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(p. 166). The framework has been described as being “flexible and data-driven” (p. 166). The
four dimensions associated with CFRIDiL are multimodal orchestration, digital technologies,
intercultural communications, and transversal skills.
The construction of the CFRIDiL model has resulted from a “combined bottom-up and
top-down approach” (Sindoni et al., 2022, p. 168). Descriptors, or “can-do” statements, have
theoretical foundations in “multimodality, digital literacy, and intercultural communication (pp.
169-170). There are three versions of the framework— 1) a general framework with macrocategories, 2) the dimensions with “general descriptors,” and 3) the general frameworks with
macro-categories and descriptors (p. 170). The following describes each dimension of CFRIDiL
and the corresponding macro-category. Echoing Cook (2002), the dimensions “layer” upon each
other (Sindoni et al., 2022, p. 171). The following sections will describe each of the four
dimensions—multimodal orchestration, digital technologies, intercultural communications, and
transversal skills.
Multimodal Orchestration
Multimodal orchestration includes four macro-categories. The first category is the ability
to select and combine multiple modes to meet the communication goals of “the digital text or
online communication” (Sindoni et al., 2022, p. 171). The second category is the ability to
establish “effective interactions and self-representations (p. 171). The third category deals with
the ability to understand, interpret, and critically evaluate the production of “multimodal text” (p.
171). The fourth macro-category in multimodal orchestration is the ability to interact with the
“digital text” (p. 171).
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Digital Technologies
The digital technologies dimension of the CFRIDiL framework includes four macrocategories. The first macro-category deals with the “pre-production/participation stage” (Sindoni
et al., 2022, p. 171). The second macro-category deals with the “while-production/participation
stage” (p. 171). The third macro-category is concerned with the “understanding/interactions with
digital texts” (p. 171). The fourth macro-category in the digital technologies dimension is
concerned with “meta-reflection” (p. 171).
Intercultural Communication
The intercultural communication dimension of the framework includes three macrocategories. The first category is concerned with “attitudes and feelings” (p. 171). The second
category is concerned with “understanding and awareness” (p. 171). The third category is
characterized by “action and behavior” (p. 171).
Transversal Skills
The transversal skills dimension of the CFRIDiL framework includes three macrocategories. The first category reflects the ability to manage “content, collaboration and
information” (Sindoni et al., 2022, p. 171). The second category is concerned with the ability to
manage “change and uncertainty” (p. 171). The third category involves the ability to manage
“one’s and others’ emotions” (p. 171).
META-LITERACIES IN DIGITAL MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION
Through an in-depth examination of the chronology and content of related frameworks
beginning with the New London Group’s treatise introducing multiliteracies and multimodality,
this qualitative meta-synthesis has shown the interconnectedness of the frameworks as they have
developed over the years. Despite drawing from different theoretical and disciplinary
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perspectives and purposes, common threads can be seen. As noted earlier, frameworks have
encapsulated different agendas handed down through interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
studies (Bhatt, 2017; Gee, 2010).
With the vast number of multimodal communication trails available, it is wise to
frequently revisit this study’s purpose. The specific topical area of this dissertation is digital
multimodal communication in business communication where slide decks are common
communication technologies. The purpose of the qualitative investigation is to provide an indepth understanding of the synergistic relationship between meta-literacies and their collective
impact on digital multimodal communication efficacy to “develop theory and inform practice
and policy” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 279).
The following section will begin by proposing four meta-literacies for digital multimodal
communication and then examine the existence of the four literacies in the chronology of
frameworks previously examined.
Definitions of the Four Meta-Literacies in Digital Multimodal Communication
Four digital multimodal communication meta-literacies have been proposed for this
qualitative meta-synthesis investigation—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal
literacy, and rhetorical literacy. The literacies are introduced in alphabetical order, not in any
type of hierarchy. Following a common thread throughout the literature, the meta-literacies are
layered (Cook, 2002; Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019; Ng, 2012b; Sindoni et al., 2022),
interconnected (McGrail et al., 2021), and integrated (Gallagher, 2020). This section will provide
a working definition for each of the four meta-literacies proposed in this qualitative interpretative
meta-synthesis dissertation. Chapter 5 will offer a more robust description of each of the meta-
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literacies as it delves into the definitional literature to parse out boundaries for definitional
buckets.
Digital Literacy
Digital literacy is defined as the ability to locate and critically evaluate information in
multiple modalities found on a variety of digital spaces, and to demonstrate respectful and
responsible use of information and intellectual property in digital multimodal communication.
Multimedia Literacy
Multimedia literacy is defined as the technical skills and competencies needed to create,
communicate, curate, and distribute using digital multimodal communication technologies.
Multimodal Literacy
Multimodal literacy is defined as the ability to effectively design communication and
meaning by combining multiple modalities (language, text, audio, visual, gestures, facial
expression, design choices, color, animation, and other semiotic resources) in digital multimodal
communication environments.
Rhetorical Literacy
Rhetorical literacy is defined as the social, emotional, and cultural acumen needed to
make appropriate rhetorical choices about communication including audience evaluation,
purpose, and persuasive devices (ethos, pathos, logos) for digital multimodal communication.
FOUR META-LITERACIES REFLECTED IN THE CHRONOLOGY OF
FRAMEWORKS
This section examines the results of the content analysis of major frameworks in
multiliteracies and multimodality that have been introduced since the 1990s. The analysis
examines the frameworks for evidence of the meta-literacies theorized in this qualitative meta-

FOUR META-LITERACIES

114

synthesis in digital multimodal communication. This analysis will provide a foundation for
Chapter 5 which uses literature and related content to inform definitional buckets for each of the
meta-literacies. The objective of this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis dissertation is to
inform digital multimodal communication and to gain a more complete understanding of what it
means to be an effective multiliterate communicator.
In the Meta-Literacy Digital Literacy
For the purposes of this investigation, a working definition of digital literacy is provided.
Related concepts can be found within many of the frameworks discussed earlier. Chapter 5 will
continue to unpack the definitional boundaries of the term.
Digital Literacy in Cook (2002)
The layer literacy framework described by Cook (2002) has been adapted by other
scholars over the years (Duin & Tham, 2019; Gallagher, 2020; Starke-Meyerring, 2005; Swacha,
2018;). Cook’s (2002) qualitative synthesis incorporated “current thinking about technical
communication pedagogy” which resulted in a multiliteracies framework with “six key
literacies” described as layered literacies (p. 7). Ethical literacy and critical literacy include
descriptors that mirror the definition of digital literacy put forth in this dissertation. Ethical
literacy is both the knowledge of “professional standards” as well as the demonstration of those
standards in the communication situation (p. 15). Cook has given an example of the practical
application of ethical literacy in which learners “incorporate materials other than their own” to
understand how to responsibly use and attribute others’ intellectual property (p. 16).
Cook (2002) has emphasized that critical literacy is “so enmeshed in situations requiring
other forms of literacy” that it makes it “difficult to define” (p. 16). To gain these skills,
communicators need to “employ social, ethical, and rhetorical strategy skills” (p. 17). When
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relating this literacy to this qualitative meta-synthesis of digital multimodal communication,
critical literacy helps to support the definition of the meta-literacy, digital literacy, as it provides
the critical thinking that is needed to make decisions about respectful, responsible, and ethical
use of media and information. It is also a foundational literacy that informs all four metaliteracies.
Digital Literacy in Eshet-Alkalai (2004)
Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has also provided a framework for digital literacies that have been
popular in research for other frameworks (Feerrar, 2019; Neumann, et al., 2016; Ng, 2012b;
Porat et al., 2018). The digital literacy framework conceptualized by Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has
included five categories of literacy. Three literacies from that framework that reflect this study’s
categorization of digital literacy are reproduction literacy, information literacy, and socioemotional literacy. Reproduction literacy has been described by Eshet-Alkalai as “the art of
creative recycling of existing materials” (p. 97). As existing information is reused in new, digital
expressions, communicators must be able to crucially evaluate intellectual property boundaries
such as what is “considered plagiarism,” what is “originality and authenticity,” and “when does a
creation become a technical act of reproduction” (p. 97). The ability to critically evaluate and
ethically deal with questions of this nature enables the digitally literate to be ethical, respectful,
and responsible in the digital multimodal communication efforts and spaces.
Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has described information literacy as “the art of skepticism.” (p.
100). As with reproduction literacy, it involves the communicator’s ability to critically evaluate
and to wisely use information. In information literacy, communicators use their cognitive skills
to “evaluate information in an educated and effective manner” (p. 101). It is both the ability to
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think critically about information in order to uncover biases, erroneous, and irrelevant
information (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Gilster, 1997; Minkel, 2000).
Another literacy included in the framework that reflects the collaborative nature of digital
literacy is socio-emotional literacy. Eshet-Alkalai (2004) perceived the collaborative
communities that were forming in digital spaces with the “expansion of the Internet and other
platforms of digital communication” and recognized the need for this literacy (p. 101). EshetAlkalai envisioned a socio-emotional literate individual who had maturity and critical thinking to
“collaboratively construct knowledge” in digital spaces (p. 102).
Digital Literacy in Selber (2004)
In Selber’s (2004) book, Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, three main “literacy
categories” are discussed (p. 24). Those categories are functional literacy, critical literacy, and
rhetorical literacy. As the posited definition for digital literacy is compared to the category
descriptors, two parameters of functional literacy should be considered. The first applicable
parameter is the ability to comprehend social conventions “that help determine computer use” (p.
45). This skill should be viewed as an important piece of collaboration and digital citizenship in
digital multimodal communication spaces. The second applicable parameter from Selber’s model
is management activities where learners “effectively manages his or her online world” (p. 45).
Selber has explained that communicators in the early 2000s needed to modify protocols that
existed for text-based reading because of “prodigious volumes of information with which they
are continuously deluged” (p. 62). Simply put, even in the early years of the twenty-first century,
communicators were dealing with floods of information. Twenty years later, there exists an
astronomical amount of data and information to filter and consume. It is estimated that by 2025
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the global amount of data created will be measured at 463 exabytes daily (Desjardins, 2019).
This extends the thought of data literacy being an important aspect of digital literacy.
Digital Literacy in Ng (2012b)
Ng (2012b) has incorporated aspects of Eshet-Alkalai (2004) and other “multiple
literacies associated with digital literacy” into a framework for supporting scientific literacy (p.
38). Three dimensions—technical, cognitive, and social/emotional—are said to “underpin” the
framework. As Ng (2012b) has postulated these dimensions, cognitive and social-emotional
elements can be found in the definition of digital literacy being put forth here. The cognitive
dimension represents “critical thinking and evaluative skills” that are needed for digitally-literate
individuals to demonstrate respectful, responsible, and ethical use of content; information
literacy; media literacy; data literacy; and collaboration and digital citizenship (p. 38). The
social-emotional dimension reflects “social and cybersafety skills” (p. 38). These skills are
needed for collaboration and digital citizenship.
Digging deeper into Ng’s (2012b) framework, it is found that information literacy is
included as “one of the supporting literacies” in the cognitive dimension as is critical literacy (p.
53). In the overlap between cognitive and technical dimensions, we find the “reproduction
literacy” borrowed from Eshet-Alkalai (2004) which we compared earlier to digital literacy (Ng,
2012b, p. 56). Other supporting literacies that could fall under the definitional umbrella of digital
literacy in this qualitative meta-synthesis investigation are “online etiquette literacy,” “cyber
safety literacy,” and social-emotional literacy” (p. 56).
Digital Literacy in Feerrar (2019)
Feerrar (2019) has contributed a competency-based framework for digital literacy to the
literature. Although the approach and organization differs from the earlier frameworks used for
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comparison here, the concepts can be found within the descriptors of the meta-literacies. All of
the seven competencies—identity and wellbeing, discovery, evaluation, ethics, creation and
scholarship, communication and collaboration, and curation—described in Feerrar’s framework
could be organized under the digital literacy definition posited here. Feerrar has indicated that
the “overlapping nature” of literacies is present in many frameworks. Although all these
competencies can be seen in the definition of digital literacy, they do have overlap with other
meta-literacies. Those relationships will be highlighted as each meta-literacy is compared to
Feerrar’s framework.
Digital Literacy in Gallagher (2020)
Gallagher (2020) has also carried on the tradition of layered literacies theorized by Cook
(2002). Gallagher has incorporated a new framework based on both Cook (2002) and Selber
(2004). This new multiliteracies framework was developed for “rhetorical communication design
to undergird communication design pedagogy” (p. 34). The literacies categorized by Gallagher
include multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy, sociocultural literacy, ethical, and technological
literacy.
Ethical literacy in Gallagher’s (2020) framework reflects aspects of digital literacy.
Ethical literacy is characterized by “understanding and abiding sociocultural perspectives on
moral, decorous, and appropriate communication behavior” (pp. 38-39).
Digital Literacy in McGrail et al. (2021)
McGrail et al. (2021) have contributed “an interconnected framework” in digital
multimodal composition for the purpose of assessing artifacts in the classroom (p. 277). The
framework includes three domains—audience, mode and meaning, and originality—that are said
to be layered, echoing the ideas of Cook (2002), and interconnected (McGrail et al., 2021). In the
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digital multimodal composition framework introduced by McGrail et al., originality is the
creation of a “product that is informed by that which already exists but is transformed in a new,
fresh way” (p. 291). In digital literacy, this “requires evaluation of transformativeness” which
includes skills of respectful, responsible, and ethical use of intellectual property (p. 291).
Digital Literacy in Sindoni et al. (2022)
Sindoni et al. (2022) have theorized a common framework for “intercultural digital
literacies” with four dimensions: multimodal orchestras, digital technologies, intercultural
communication, and transversal skills (p. 166). Although this framework was developed
specifically for intercultural digital literacies, it is an interesting comparison to this qualitative
meta-synthesis study in digital multimodal communication as its four dimensions reflect the four
meta-literacies proposed here.
Transversal skills as defined by Sindoni et al. (2022) “integrate the ability to think
critically, take the initiative, make decisions, solve problems, work collaboratively, manage
one’s own and others’ emotions, and cope with unexpected changes or uncertainty” (p. 167).
Many of these attributes reflect the definition put forth for digital literacy including critical
thinking as one analyzes information, media, and data. Collaboration in digital multimodal
spaces while using the necessary social-emotional skills is key to functioning in a team.
Problem-solving and decision-making skills are needed when processing and infiltering
information, media, and data. The intercultural communication dimension also reflects the
collaborative nature of communication through its guiding question: “How do I make meanings
with others in digital environments?” (p. 170).
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In the Meta-Literacy Multimedia Literacy
This qualitative meta-synthesis investigation defines multimedia literacy as possessing
the technical skills needed to create, communicate, curate, and distribute using digital
multimodal communication technologies. The sections that follow analyze the frameworks
described in this chapter for evidence of aspects of the multimedia literacy meta-literacy within
the models.
Multimedia Literacy in Cook (2002)
In Cook’s (2002) layered literacies model, technological literacy is one of six key
literacies categorized and the one that most relates to the definition of multimedia literacy in this
dissertation. The framework was conceived at the turn of the 21st century so that this literacy had
“only recently begun to appear in technical communication pedagogical frames” (p. 13).
Reflections of multimedia literacy can be seen in descriptors including 1) having a “working
knowledge of technologies” that support communication professionals’ ability to “produce
communication, documents, or products;” and 2) possessing knowledge of “how these
technologies promote social interaction and collaboration” (p. 13).
Multimedia Literacy in Eshet-Alkalai (2004)
Eshet-Alkalai’s (2004) framework contribution has also been influential as other scholars
have used it to inform their scholarship (Feerrar, 2019; Neumann et al., 2016; Ng, 2012b; Porat
et al., 2018; Silber-Varod et al., 2019). Multimedia literacy, as defined in this dissertation, deals
with the skills needed to perform digital multimodal communication functions. It is implicitly
reflected in reproduction literacy from Eshet-Alkalai’s five-literacy model of digital literacy as
communicators need a diversity of skills to “create meaningful combinations from existing
information” (p. 98).
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Multimedia Literacy in Selber (2004)
Selber (2004) has described functional literacy as one of three dimensions of
multiliteracies that are needed in a digital age. Functional literacy is best described, argued
Selber, within the “metaphoric dimensions” of the computer as a tool (p. 35). Extending this
idea, a computer is “merely the latest culturally constructed” apparatus and the functionally
literate individual seeks to “understand” its “basic operations” (p. 36). It is a skills-based
definition of literacy in a digital age. Selber’s definition of functional literacy was conceived to
“encourage production and efficient computer use” and to avoid “prescriptive lists of software
skills” in pedagogical efforts (p. 72). It recognizes that in multiliteracies technical skills are
imperative but are not exclusive. While functionally literate communicators “may be equipped
for effective” work in digital environments, they need the “richly textured insights” of other
literacies (p. 73).
Multimedia Literacy in Ng (2012b)
The technical dimension of digital literacy in Ng’s (2012b) framework has stressed that
“at the most basic level” communicators need to possess skills across digital environments (p.
39). It involves a range of skills including connecting hardware, reading manuals,
troubleshooting issues, keyword searching, avoiding computer viruses, and using various
software applications. Ng has used PowerPoint as an example of a software program that
requires technical skill. As a meta-literacy proposed in this qualitative dissertation, multimedia
literacy requires communicators to exhibit a diversity of technical skills to communicate in
digital multimodal spaces.
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Multimedia Literacy in Feerrar (2019)
The digital literacy framework described by Feerrar (2019) as part of an initiative at
Virginia Tech does not explicitly use technical skills as one of the “seven competency areas” (p.
102). Rather, the group has concluded that each one of the competencies—identity and
wellbeing, discovery, evaluation, ethics, creation and scholarship, communication and
collaboration, and curation—implicitly included “technical, critical thinking and social aspects”
(p. 102). The technical aspect reflects concepts and categorizations of other frameworks that
separate technical literacy from other multiliteracies (Cook, 2002; Gallagher, 2020; Ng, 2012b).
Multimedia Literacy in Gallagher (2020)
Gallagher (2020) has included technological literacy as one of five literacies included in
his “extrapolated design literacy framework” that draws from both Cook (2002) and Selber’s
(2004) models. Gallagher has emphasized the rhetorical influence over technological literacy and
posited “three major parts” of technological literacy (p. 39). The three sub-literacies have been
borrowed from Selber (2004) and include functional computer literacy, critical computer
literacy, and rhetorical computer literacy. Gallagher (2020) has recognized that multimodal
communicators need to possess skills and “abilities to understand, use and critique computers
when used for communication purposes” (p. 39). This could apply to other communication
technologies as well.
Multimedia Literacy in McGrail et al. (2021)
McGrail et al. (2021) has proposed a framework for digital multimodal composition with
three “interconnected and layered domains: audience, mode and meaning, and originality” (p.
277). Assessment issues in multimodal composition was the impetus for crafting the framework.
At first glance, it is difficult to see how multimedia skill might fall within the three domains
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postulated by McGrail et al. As the authors unpacked mode and meaning in their layered
literacies, they articulated that “technical skills” enable communications to “realize the
affordances (and limitations) of various modes” (p. 287). Drawing from the ideas of Hicks
(2013), McGrail et al. suggest that by increasing technical knowledge and skill, communicators
can make better “strategic decisions about which tools to use and how to use them” (p. 287).
Technical skills are needed to enable multimodal communication. They work in concert within a
layered and interconnected framework.
Multimedia Literacy in Sindoni et al. (2022)
Sindoni et al. (2022) have contributed a framework with applications to the proposed
meta-literacy, multimedia literacy, as defined by this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis
study. Multimodal orchestration, digital technologies, and intercultural communication are three
dimensions of the model put forth by Sindoni et al. The model was founded in theories of
“multimodality, digital literacy, and intercultural communication” (p. 170). Descriptive and
simplified terminology was used to “remain user-friendly and accessible to practitioners” (p.
170). For practical use, the three dimensions (multimodal orchestration, digital technologies, and
intercultural communication) were referred to as multimodality, digital skills, and intercultural
communication. The digital skills, or digital technologies, domain reflects the skills-based
definition in the meta-literacy, multimedia literacy, proposed in this qualitative meta-synthesis in
digital multimodal communication.
The Sindoni et al. (2022) framework highlights competencies under each domain by
posing overarching questions. For the digital skills domain, the central question is: “how do I use
the tools of digital environments?” (p. 170). The question reflects the need for a skill and
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competency-based literacy within multiliteracies that enable digital multimodal communicators
to perform the required communicative tasks.
In the Meta-Literacy Multimodal Literacy
The working definition for multimodal design literacy, in this qualitative meta-synthesis,
is the ability to effectively design communication and meaning through multiple modalities such
as language, text, audio, visual, gestures, facial expression, design choices, color, animation, and
other semiotic resources in digital multimodal communication environments. The following
sections will examine the frameworks highlighted in this chapter for evidence of the metaliteracy: multimodal literacy.
Multimodal Literacy in Cook (2002)
Multimodality or any related terminology is not used within Cook’s (2002) article. The
closest reference is the argument that “technical communicators need to be multiliterate,” a
concept popularized by the New London Group (Cazden et al.,1996). In describing aspects of
multimodal design, the New London Group indicated that literacies in multiliteracies were
linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, spatial, and multimodal (Cazden et al., 1996, p. 65).
Cook (2002) has proposed that basic literacy is one of six key literacies that technical and
professional communicators need to possess in a digital age. Originally, basic literacy was
“learning how to communicate well and clearly” (p. 8). Basic literacy is inclusive of “rules and
principles of grammar, mechanics, style guides, generic forms, and design guidelines” (p. 9). It
includes “clear and accurate document design and graphics” and proper visualization of data (p.
9). Multimodal literacy incorporates aspects of design, information visualization, and basic
literacy into the definition.
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Multimodal Literacy in Eshet-Alkalai (2004)
Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has described photo-visual literacy as “the art of reading visual
representation” (p. 94). As communication evolved from symbols and an “alphabet of pictures”
into letters and words, the visual and semiotic nature of language is still evident (p. 94).
Multimodal literacy draws from semiotics, the study of symbols and signs, and directly relates to
the photo-visual literacy postulated by Eshet-Alkalai. Photo-literate communicators are said to
possess a “good visual memory and strong intuitive-associative thinking” which enables them to
“decode and understand visual messages easily and fluently” (p. 95).
Branching literacy is another dimension in Eshet-Alkalai’s digital literacy framework that
connects with the meta-literacy, multimodal literacy, theorized in this qualitative meta-synthesis
dissertation. Branching literacy is related to “hypermedia and non-linear thinking” (p. 98). The
multimodal nature of hyperlinks and interactivity of digital communication has been studied by
Adami (2015) and subsequent researchers including Shi (2021), Schnaider and Gu (2022), and
Vigild Poulsen (2022).
Multimodal Literacy in Selber (2004)
Selber (2004) does not recognize multimodal literacy as an aspect of multiliteracies. He
was obviously familiar with the New London Group as his book, Multiliteracies for a Digital
Age, references both James Gee and Gunthur Kress, both researchers connected to the New
London Group (see Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). Selber has postulated a series of metaphors to
exemplify his theories around multiliteracy. Within the critical literacy domain, computers have
been described as “cultural artifacts” that are “material products of human activity and agency”
(p. 86). Quoting John Street, Selber explained that technology has affected the “way we live”
partially through the “images, ideas, and practices which are incorporated in it” (Selber, 2004, p.
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87; quoting Street, 1992, p. 16). Although Selber (2004) all but ignores the inherency of
multimodal communication, the concepts of multimodality are alluded to within the critical
literacy domain. Those concepts include modes of meaning (multimodality) and the sociocultural
context of communication (social semiotics).
Multimodal Literacy in Ng (2012b)
While Selber (2004) seemed to ignore the relationship between multiliteracies and
multimodality, Ng (2012b) neatly unpacked the concepts in the book, Empowering Scientific
Literacy Through Digital Literacy and Multiliteracies. Ng has conceptualized multiliteracies as a
“component of” digital literacy whereas multiliteracies has multiple literacies (p. 67).
Referencing the New London Group (Cazden et al., 1996), Ng (2012b) has explained that within
multiliteracies there are “multiple literacies of linguistic, visual, audio, gestural and spatial ways
of meaning making” (p. 66). Multimodality, as described by Ng, is the “combination of two or
more modes of representations that are gestural, visual, spatial, linguistic or audio” (p. 71).
Multimodal Literacy in Feerrar (2019)
The digital literacy framework described by Feerrar (2019) was developed to “guide the
continued development of digital literacy initiatives at Virginia Tech” (p. 102). Within the
framework are seven competencies which include identity and well-being, discovery, evaluation,
ethics, creation and scholarship, communication and collaboration, and curation. Since the
framework has emphasized characteristic, values, and competencies, the categories do not neatly
follow other multiliteracies frameworks based on literacies (Cook, 2002; Eshet-Alkalai, 2004;
Gallagher, 2020; Ng, 2012b; Selber, 2004). Multimodality and design are not evident in this
framework as it mainly focused on aspects of digital literacy. Echoes of social semiotics and
multimodality can be seen in the “social aspects” of the competencies.
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Multimodal Literacy in Gallagher (2020)
Multimodal literacy is explicitly included in Gallagher’s (2020) study of multiple
literacies needed for design pedagogy in computer mediated communication (CMC). The author
has defined multimodality as “communication practices using textual, aural, visual, linguistic,
spatial, and electronic modes of exchange and expression” (p. viii). Multimodal literate
communicators are able to understand and use “integrated communication modes” effectively to
respond “in unique ways to situated user expectations” (p. 35). Gallagher has recognized the
rhetorical nature of digital communication “as interwoven modes of communication” are
“designed to communicate persuasively” (p. 36).
Multimodal Literacy in McGrail et al. (2021)
McGrail et al. (2021) have theorized a framework for digital multimodal composition
comprised of three domains—audience, mode and meaning, and originality. Mode and meaning
expresses the multimodal tradition of communication throughout the literature since the New
London Group (Cazden et al.,1996). The authors have described mode as “the means and tools of
composing” that “exist in social and cultural contexts” (McGrail et al, 2021, p. 287). Referencing
Kress (2005), they have noted that “modes have affordances and limitations that impact”
meaning because “modes serve as the form of the composition” (p. 287).
Multimodal Literacy in Sindoni et al. (2022)
As in other multiliteracies frameworks (Cazden et al., 1996; Gallagher, 2020; McGrail et
al., 2021; Ng, 2012b), multimodality is present in the framework described by Sindoni et al.
(2022). The descriptors for the four domains—multimodal orchestration, digital technologies,
intercultural communication, and transversal skills were “based on theories of multimodality,
digital literacy, and intercultural communication” (pp. 169-170). The descriptors for multimodal
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orchestration have described the process of combining modes for meaning making to “serve
communicative purposes of the digital text or online communication” (p. 171). They have also
referred to the ability to understand, interpret, and critically evaluate “multimodal text
production” as well as the ability to interact “with the digital text” (p. 171).
In the Meta-Literacy Rhetorical Literacy
The fourth meta-literacy theorized in this qualitative meta-synthesis dissertation is
rhetorical literacy. Rhetorical literacy has been explicitly noted in several of the frameworks that
have been highlighted in this chapter (Cook, 2002; Gallagher, 2020; Selber, 2004). There is also
implicit evidence of rhetorical literacy in other frameworks as well (Sindoni et al., 2022). The
working definition for rhetorical literacy within this study is the social, emotional, and cultural
acumen needed to make appropriate rhetorical choices about communication including audience
evaluation, purpose, and persuasive devices (ethos, pathos, logos) for digital multimodal
communication.
Rhetorical Literacy in Cook (2002)
In Cook’s (2002) layered literacies frame, rhetorical literacy is explicitly named as one of
six layering literacies. Rhetorical literacy offers learners a “set of fluid skills and reflective
practices” that they may use “given any audience, purpose, or writing situation” (p. 10).
Rhetorically literate communicators are able to “analyze, evaluate, and employ” strategies
founded in their knowledge of communication situation, purpose, audience, delivery, style,
genre, and media (p. 10). This knowledge allows professionals to shape their communication
toward an audience or purpose.
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Rhetorical Literacy in Eshet-Alkalai (2004)
The socio-emotional literacy included in the digital literacy framework developed by
Eshet-Alkalai (2004) calls for communicators who can effectively evaluate the communication
environment and subsequent audiences. This implicitly reflects the meta-literacy, rhetorical
literacy, proposed in this study. Eshet-Alkalai (2004) has described the socio-emotional literate
individual as one who is “willing to share data and knowledge with others, capable of
information evaluation and abstract thinking, and able to collaboratively construct knowledge”
(p. 102).
Rhetorical Literacy in Selber (2004)
Rhetorical literacy is one of the three multiliteracies articulated by Selber (2004). Selber
has postulated that “four parameters” help “constitute a rhetorically literate student: persuasion,
deliberation, reflection, and social action” (p. 139). He has argued that digital spaces have
changed the “ways interface designers think about” audience, genre, and context (p. 144). Selber
has indicated that the concern of rhetorical literacy is the “design and evaluation of online
environments” (p. 182).
Rhetorical Literacy in Ng (2012b)
Rhetorical literacy is not categorized in Ng’s (2012b) multiliteracies and digital literacy
framework. However, aspects of rhetorical literacy are implicitly embedded in Ng’s framework.
A social-emotional literate communicator reflects upon their online social interactions and online
collaborative actions within teams. Reflection and audience awareness are related to rhetorical
literacy. The concept in Ng (2012b) builds upon Selber’s (2004) ideas of reflection as a
parameter of rhetorical literacy which “can be traced back to ancient times” (p. 156). The socialemotional and technical dimension overlap includes “online etiquette and cybersafety literacies”
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which are the “demonstrated ability to assess situations” (Ng, 2012b, p. 54). As Selber (2004)
has indicated, rhetoric provides “insight into what orients computer users and encourages them to
act—or not act—in specific situations” (p. 145).
Rhetorical Literacy in Feerrar (2019)
As previously stated, the framework described by Feerrar (2019) is categorized according
to seven competencies, three aspects (technical, critical thinking, and social) within each
competency, and five values. Feerrar’s model has described the digitally literate learner who is
“at the center of the framework” rather than the specific literacies as seen in other frameworks.
Rhetorical literacy can be seen in the value, reflection, as it is a rhetorical concept (Selber, 2004;
Ng, 2012). It is also implicitly situated in the communication and collaboration competency area
which asks the question: “How do you package communication for particular audiences?”
(Feerrar, 2019, p. 99).
Rhetorical Literacy in Gallagher (2020)
Gallagher (2020) has argued that “the art of persuasion and inclusion of persuasive
writing is ubiquitous in American professional and technical communication”; therefore, it is
always present (p. 36). Although it may be implicitly present, Gallagher has explicitly included
rhetorical literacy within his framework. This addition ensures effective communication because
of the influential nature of rhetorical literacy as it “adds responsivity and digital techniques and
components of the situation” (p. 37).
Rhetorical Literacy in McGrail et al. (2021)
Audience is one of three “holistic” domains included in the digital multimodal writing
framework conceptualized by McGrail et al. (2021, p. 281). Although rhetoric is not expressly
mentioned, the audience mirrors “the rhetorical situation (audience, purpose, occasion)” (Selber,
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2004, p. 137). In digital multimodal communication, the communicator and the audience are
“situated in a complex and multidirectional relationship” (McGrail et al., 2021, p. 282).
Multimodal composers have a greater diversity of tools and “modalities (e.g., images, audio,
graphics)” at their disposal than communicators have had in the past (p. 283).
Rhetorical Literacy in Sindoni et al. (2022)
In the digital literacies framework described by Sindoni et al. (2022), there are four
dimensions—multimodal orchestration, digital technologies, intercultural communication, and
transversal skills. The guiding, reflective question posited for transversal skills is “which
personal and relational skills can help me facilitate communication?” (p. 170). Audience and
situation evaluation are hallmarks of rhetorical literacy (Selber, 2004). Transversal skills enable
communicators to use a “repertoire of personal talents” in communication through a “range of
coordination actions, such as team building, effective cooperation, response to demands, and
managing negative and positive emotions” (Sindoni et al., 2022, p. 172).
SUMMARY
Chapter 4 has traced the qualitative scarlet threads (Graneheim et al., 2017) through a
chronology of multiliteracies frameworks theorized since the New London Group coined the
concepts of multiliteracies and multimodality for a new digital age. This qualitative interpretive
meta-synthesis chapter by no means exhausts every framework put forth regarding
multiliteracies and related terminology. The literature is vast. And as Lemke (2018) noted,
“literacies are legion” (p. 283).
Chapter 5 will continue to unpack the four proposed meta-literacies (digital, multimedia,
multimodal, rhetorical) through an examination of definitional literature for each of the metaliteracies. The information synthesized in this chapter will inform Chapter 6 as well.

FOUR META-LITERACIES

132

Table 3
Meta-Literacies and the Multiliteracies Frameworks
Frameworks

Digital Lit.

Multimedia Lit.

Cazden et al.
(1996)

Multimodal Lit.

Rhetorical Lit.

Linguistic, Visual,
Audio, Gestural,
Spatial, Multimodal

Key Scholars
Halliday, Kress, van
Leeuwen

Cook (2002)

Critical Lit., Ethical Lit.

Technical Lit.

Basic Lit.

Rhetorical Lit.,
Social Lit.

Eshet-Alkalai
(2004)

Information Lit.,
Reproduction Lit.,
Socio-Emotional

Reproduction Lit.

Photo-Visual Lit.,
Branching Lit.

Socio-Emotional
Lit.

Gilster, Mayer, Tufte

Selber (2004)

Functional Literacy

Functional Literacy

Critical Literacy

Rhetorical
Literacy, Critical
Literacy

Kress, McLuhan,
Postman

Ng (2012)

Social-Emotional
Dimension, Cognitive
Dimension,
Information Lit., Online
Etiquette Lit.,
Cybersafety Lit.

Technical

Multimodality

Implicit (SocialEmotional
Dimension, Online
Etiquette Lit &
Cybersafety Lit.)

Eshet-Alkalai, New
London Group, ETS

Feerrar (2019)

Implicitly Evidenced
(Ethics, Creation &
Scholarship, Discovery,
Evaluation)

Implicit (Curation)

Implicit
(Communication &
Collaboration
Competency Area,
Reflection Value)

Eshet-Alkalai, Gilster,
ISTE, Ng, Sparks et al.

Gallagher
(2020)

Ethical Lit.

Technological
Literacy

Multimodal Lit.

Rhetorical Lit.,
Sociocultural Lit.

Cope, Cook,
Brumberger, Kress, New
London Group, Selber,
Ong, Saussure

McGrail et al.
(2021)

Originality

Mode & Meaning

Audience

New London Group,
Kress

Sindoni et al.
(2022)

Transversal Skills,
Intercultural
Communication

Digital
Technologies

Multimodal
Orchestration

Transversal Skills

Lankshear & Knobel,
Nichols & Stornaiulol

Gallagher
(2020)

Ethical Lit.

Technological Lit.

Multimodal Literacy

Rhetorical Lit.,
Sociocultural Lit.

Cope, Cook,
Brumberger, Kress, New
London Group, Selber,
Ong, Saussure

McGrail et al.
(2021)

Originality

Mode & Meaning

Audience

New London Group,
Kress

Sindoni et al.
(2022)

Transversal Skills,
Intercultural
Communication

Multimodal
Orchestration

Transversal Skills

Lankshear & Knobel,
Nichols & Stornaiulol

Digital
Technologies
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CHAPTER 5: EXAMINATION OF META-LITERACIES
This chapter is guided by the RQ 2: How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis
of definitional literature based on the proposed four meta-literacies inform their definitions and
boundaries? Chapter 5 is structured around the four proposed meta-literacies (digital,
multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) that were unpacked and synthesized with existent
frameworks in Chapter 4. Emergent themes—definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and related
literacies—from definitional literature guide the analysis. Over 110 sources provided the
qualitative data for Chapter 5. Table 4 provides a comparison of the four proposed metaliteracies and the emergent themes.
The frameworks and their supporting reference lists have informed the data selection
process. Following the analysis, the information will be synthesized into four definitional
buckets. The first major section of the chapter begins with an examination of digital literacy.
DIGITAL LITERACY
The vastness of digital literacy literature is staggering. In a 2015 article, it was observed
that “685 articles and books” had been published “in the last three years” all related to “literacy
and digital technologies” (Stordy, 2015, p. 456). Over the past few decades since the advent of
the Internet, researchers from multiple disciplines and fields have crafted numerous frameworks
around digital literacy (Cook, 2002; Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019; McGrail et al, 2021; Ng,
2012b; Selber, 2004). The models are framed to best represent research agendas from the various
disciplinary lenses (Bhatt, 2017).
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Table 4
Meta-Literacies and Chapter 5 Themes
Meta-Literacy
Digital Literacy

Multimedia
Literacy

Multimodal
Literacy

Rhetorical
Literacy

Meta-Literacies and Chapter 5 Themes
Key Definitional Scholars
Umbrella Terms
Synonyms & Related
Gilster
Digital Literacy
Information Literacy
Martin
Multiliteracies
Media Literacy
Computer Literacy
Data Literacy
Electronic Information Literacy
Library Literacy
Network Literacy
ICT Literacy
Net Literacy
Online Literacy
New Literacy
Digital Information Literacy
Mobile Literacy
Silicon Literacy
21st Century Literacy
Tolhurst
Multimedia
Digital Literacy
Hofstetter
Digital Competence
Mayer
Media Literacy
Media Education
Meta-Literacy
Multimodality
Workplace Literacy
Kress
Multiliteracies
Critical Multimedia Literacy
Cordes
Multimodality
Design
Mills & Unsworth
Digital
Ross et al.
Multiliteracies
Multimedia
Visual Literacy
Visual Rhetoric
Cook
Multiliteracies
Audience
Selber
Digital Literacy
HyperRhetoric
Rhetorical Computer Literacy
Rhetoric of Technology

The attention devoted to digital literacy underscores its importance in modern
communication. Digital literacy is an “empowering agent in educational institutions, as work and
personal lives become increasingly technologized” (Radovanović et al., 2015, p. 1737). It is an
“essential skill” for students (Chan, Churchill, & Chiu, 2017, p. 1), and to advocate for its
“significance…is a long-term and continuous process” (Abiddin, 2022, p. 203).
Many attempts at defining and codifying digital literacy have been made since the 1990s.
Feerrar (2019) has expressed that it has “continued to be a complex undertaking” as scholars and
institutions are still dissatisfied with definitions (p. 93). Models for digital literacy have been
conceptualized to address “specific educational needs around digital literacy in academic,
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personal and professional settings” (p. 93). Bhatt (2017) has noted “shifts in definitions and
applications” of digital literacy as “terminologies have evolved” (p. 25). Schreurs et al. (2017)
have articulated that digital literacy “eludes a universally accepted definition” (p. 362).
This qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis recognizes that there are many literacies
ascribed to digital literacy. Providing an exhaustive list is beyond the scope of this study. As the
focus is digital multimodal communication, the following terms show the evolution of
terminology under the digital literacy umbrella.
The sections that follow provide background context and explore the emergent
terminology themes from definitional literature—definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and
related literacies.
Background of Digital Literacy
The term, digital literacy, has its origins in Paul Gilster’s 1997 book by the same name
(Pangrazio et al., 2020; Stordy, 2015). Early in its conceptualization in the United States, digital
literacy was “defined in reference to different theoretical frames” which has resulted in a concept
that has been “ambiguous from the outset” (Stordy, 2015, pp. 443-444). Because of its origins in
the field of literacy, digital literacy inherited all the “tensions and issues evident in literacy
research” (p. 444).
Talib (2018) has argued that the reason a single definition cannot be obtained is due to
the “constant and rapid evolution in the digital media available at any given time. (p. 57). Some
theorists have viewed digital literacy dealing with issues of “proficiency” while others see the
central concern as being “sociocultural” (p. 57). According to Leaning (2019, digital literacy
references “a broad set of competencies” that are used in “digital media, computers and
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs)” (p. 4).
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In 2004, Eshet-Alkalai described digital literacy as a “fashionable term” (p. 93) with an
“indistinct use” which caused confusion and misunderstanding (p. 94). Digital literacy has
proven to be more than a trendy term as it has “entered common parlance in education research,
policy, and practice” (Nichols & Stonaiuolo, 2019, p. 14). Gilster’s (1997) early definition has
also proven its staying power (Porat et al., 2018).
Gilster Definition
Gilster set out in the 1990s to provide boundaries for the term digital literacy. His
definition for digital literacy has been quoted often in the literature since (Chan, Churchill, &
Chiu, 2017; Feerrar, 2019; Gilster, 1997; Koltay, 2011; Lankshear & Knobel, 2015; Nichols &
Stornaiuolo, 2019; Porat et al., 2018; Stordy 2015). Digital literacy was defined as the “ability to
understand and use information in multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it is
presented via computers” (Gilster, 1997, p. 1). As he continues to unpack the concept, Gilster has
explained that digital literacy is obtained and mastered through a “set of core competencies” with
the first core competency deemed as the “most essential” (p. 2). Digitally literate individuals
must be able to “make informed judgements” about the information found online by using the
“art of critical thinking.” Another core competency is the ability to navigate online text as
choices must be made due to its nonlinear nature. Along with navigation skill, Gilster cites the
ability to use online tools as a core competency. The final core competency is “developing search
skills” and mastering the “primary skills of the digitally literate searcher” (p. 3). These
competencies were seen as “necessary survival skills” that everyone should acquire (p. 28).
Gilster recognized that digital literacy was not just a set of skills, but it also involved critical
thinking and content creation.
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Secker (2018) has noted that Gilster was “clearly ahead of his time” (p. 5). His early
definition was not another synonym for “computer literacy” that focused mainly on technical
skills of operation and use (p. 5). He understood that new literacies would be required to
critically evaluate online content, discern the authentic from the false, and to understand how
multimodal elements allow “new meaning to be constructed” (p. 5).
Bawden (2001) has indicated that Gilster did not “provide structured lists of specific
skills or components of digital literacy” as in a checklist of all that digital literacy entails (p.
246). The definitions were kept general and could be broadly applied, which is perhaps why his
definition of digital literacy has had such staying power. Stordy (2015) has argued that
“autonomous-peripheral conceptions of literacy have their origins” in Gilster’s original ideas of
digital literacy” (p. 463). Although Gilster introduced this definition twenty-five years ago, Porat
et al. (2018) have noted its continued relevancy.
Martin Definition
Martin’s (2005) definition of digital literacy is also widely used in the literature (EshetAlkalai, 2004; Koltay, 2011; Ng, 2012a; Ng, 2012b; Santos & Sherpa, 2017). Ng (2012b) has
attributed the broadness of the definition to its continued relevancy.
Digital Literacy is the awareness, attitude and ability of individuals to
appropriately use digital tools and facilities to identify, access, manage, integrate,
evaluate, analyse and synthesize digital resources, construct new knowledge, create
media expressions, and communicate with others, in the context of specific life situations,
in order to enable constructive social action; and to reflect upon this process (Martin,
2005, p. 135; as quoted in Ng, 2012b, p. 36).
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McGuinness and Fulton (2019) have noted that the Martin definition has informed more
recent models and frameworks that emphasize competencies and skills.
Terminology in Digital Literacy
As digital literacy and multiliteracies terminology is strewn across the literature like an
uncompleted puzzle, this dissertation attempts to organize and categorize the concepts and terms
into definitional buckets while maintaining a synergistic whole. This section examines the digital
literacy terminology that has been put forth in the literature. Some of the puzzle pieces deserve
more attention than others. Some terminology has more consistency and staying power in the
literature. Synonyms abound and are still referenced in the literature several decades after
Gilster's (1997) book. The next section will unpack many of those terms and their relationships
as umbrella terminology, synonyms, and closely related terms.
Umbrella Terms in Digital Literacy
To parse out and make sense of the relationships between the proposed meta-literacies in
multiliteracies, it is helpful to understand the relationship those layered literacies (Cook, 2002;
Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019 Gallagher, 2020; McGrail et al., 2021; Ng, 2012b; Sindoni et
al., 2022) have with one another. Hierarchy varies in digital literacy as differing literacies have
been described as the umbrella or banner term (Churchill, 2020; Koltay, 2011; Ng, 2012b;
Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019;).
Digital Literacy Umbrella
While Ng (2012b) does not explicitly refer to digital literacy as the umbrella term or
concept, he does structure digital literacy as the overarching term for the digital literacy
framework theorized in their study. In the framework, multiliteracies “is a component of” the
digital literacy banner term (p. 67). Churchill (2020) has shared a similar view with Ng (2012b)
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by organizing digital literacy as the umbrella term where media literacy “falls under the umbrella
of digital literacy” (Churchill, 2020, p. 273). For the purpose of her study, digital literacy was the
banner term that encompassed “media literacy, visual literacy, technology tools literacy and
traditional literacy” (p. 271). Leaning (2019) has also referenced digital literacy as “an umbrella
term” (p. 4).
Media Literacy Umbrella
Media literacy has been described by Koltay (2011) as “an umbrella concept” that, like
other terminology in multiliteracies research, has been “characterized by a diversity of
perspectives and a multitude of definitions” (p. 212). Common Sense Media, an independent
research and advocacy organization, takes a similar position on the relationship between media
literacy and digital literacy. Digital literacy is categorized as a component of media literacy and
both literacies are said to be part of information literacy (What is Digital Literacy?, n.d.). In
defining digital literacy, Common Sense has conceptualized it as “both nuts-and-bolts skills and
ethical obligations” (para. 1).
Multiliteracies Umbrella
Multiliteracies is the “umbrella term” used by Serafini (2014) as an organizing banner
term for “visual literacy, media literacy, critical literacy, computer literacy, and other types of
literacies” (p. 26) to deal with a complex communication environment. Although digital literacy
is not expressly listed, synonyms of digital literacy are listed under the multiliteracies umbrella.
The synonyms of digital literacy will be unpacked in the next section of this chapter. Media
literacy and computer literacy are both synonyms of digital literacy. Digital literacy is then
implicitly part of the Serafini (2014) definition. Pangrazio et al. (2020) has noted that digital
literacy and multiliteracies are closely aligned as “digital literacy is closely related to new
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literacies, media literacy, and even multiliteracies” (p. 445). Drawing from Chapter 4, the
combined use of multiliteracies with digital literacy is explicit in Selber (2004) and Ng (2012b).
Synonyms, Related Terms and Concepts in Digital Literacy
There are myriad literacies associated with digital literacies. As Lemke (2018) purported,
“literacies are legion” (p. 283). While media literacy, digital literacy and multiliteracies have
been discussed, two other concepts that are “strongly present in the professional literature” and
related to media literacy are information literacy and digital literacy (p. 215). Visual literacy is
said to be “complementary” to media literacy (p. 215). Boechler et al. (2014) have articulated
that the conceptual terminology for digital literacy “emerged from prior conceptualizations and
terms such as computer literacy, information literacy, and network literacy” (p. 1).
Information Literacy
Information literacy “took shape over the same timespan as computer literacy” (Nichols
& Stornaiuolo, 2019, p. 16). Because of information literacy’s foundations in library and
information science, it “bypasses technical concerns to focus on the production and organization
of information itself” (p. 16). Information literacy “has clear overlaps with terms such as media
literacy, digital literacy and the field of new literacies” (Secker, 2018, p. 7). These “container”
terms which are applied differently among those in the “learning support field” have created
confusion among academic staff where “professional identities” can be tied to terminology (p.
7). According to the ALA (American Library Association), information literacy is defined as the
ability “to recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use
effectively the needed information” (Evaluating information, n.d.).
Spilka (2010) indicated that information literacy often refers to “traditional print media”
not necessarily to “digital forms of communication” (p. 7).
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Media Literacy
In the article, “The State of Media Literacy,” Potter (2010) has described the “body of
work” related to media literacy as “a large complex patchwork of ideas” that can be “confusing
to scholars” (p. 676). To exemplify his point, the article has included a “sampling” of definitions
in media literacy (p. 676). The 23 different definitions include contributions from both scholars
and citizen action groups. Leaning (2019) has noted that “little consensus or fixed meaning”
exists in media literacy (p. 7; also see Potter, 2010).
Computer Literacy
According to Nichols and Stornaiuolo (2019), computer literacy has been used in various
iterations “since the 1970s” (p. 15). Caryl Hess (1994) has described it as “an evolving concept”
and a term used as a “catch phrase” (p. 208). By the mid-1990s, there had already been extensive
references to computer literacy in the literature. The definitions given for the computer literacy
seemed to “reflect author preferences, academic backgrounds, or research experience” (p. 208).
Computer literacy has been in common usage since the 1960s when many colleges include it as a
course (Hess, 1994). As the course of study evolved in the 1970s, “a definition of the term may
have stated that computer literacy is knowing about computers” (p. 208). Nichols and
Stornaiuolo (2019) have described and illustrated Gilster’s taxonomy as emergent at the
“common intersections of computer, information, and media literacy traditions” (p. 18). Moyo et
al. (2015) have articulated the synonymous relationship between computer literacy and digital
literacy.
Other Related Literacies to Digital Literacy
In 2001, Bawden compiled a list of digital literacy terminology. He found six terms
related to information literacy including “computer literacy,” “electronic information literacy,”
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“library literacy,” “media literacy,” “network literacy,” and “digital literacy” (p. 219). These
literacies were described as “skill-based” in order to engage with new technologies and an
increasingly complex communication environment (p. 223). Another notable term was “eliteracy” which was quickly discontinued because it sounded too similar to “illiteracy” (p. 246).
Bawden also notes that numerous authors in the late twentieth-century made connections
between the terms digital literacy and multimedia. This included Lanham’s (1995) synonymous
treatment of the two terms (p. 246). Multimedia literacy will be unpacked later in this chapter.
Ng (2012b) has also listed a “range of terms” put forth in the literature (p. 35). These
terms include “ICT literacy, information technology literacy, digital literacy, technology literacy,
media literacy, information literacy, net literacy, online literacy and new literacies” (p. 35).
Data Literacy
Data literacy is the focus “on developing the individual’s understanding, control and
agency within datafied systems” (Pangrazio & Sefton-Green, 2020, p. 212). Data literacy builds
upon but “does not replace” digital literacy and media literacy (p. 214). Communication and
media studies have approached data literacy with a focus on enabling communicators to
“develop more personally meaningful and reflexive use of digital (particularly social) media” (p.
214). Markham (2020) has articulated that data literacy “falls into the same concept pool as
multi-literacy, digital literacy, information literacy, digital media literacy, and media literacy” (p.
229). Both digital literacies and data literacy are supported by “critical thinking” skills
(Pangrazio et al., 2020, p. 214)
Digital Information Literacy
Sparks et al. (2016) marry the concepts of digital literacy and information literacy into
one term: digital information literacy. They have defined DIL as “obtaining, understanding,
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evaluating, and using information in a variety of digital technology contexts” (p. 3). Bawden
(2001) noted that digital literacy and digital information literacy had synonymous usage.
Electronic Literacies
As researchers and theorists experienced the rapid change in communication technologies
brought about by the Internet, they seemed to struggle to find the proper name to describe the
phenomena that they were experiencing. The term, electronic literacies, was another attempt at
naming the technical and cognitive skills now needed on the precipice of a new communication
age. It harkens back to McLuhan’s (McLuhan et al., 2010) conception of the “electric man” (pp.
49-50). Warschauer (1999) recognized that “computer-mediated communication” was a
“powerful new medium of human interaction” that called for new competencies (p. 9). His book,
Electronic Literacies: Language, Culture, and Power in Online Education, uses electronic
literacy as the overarching concept to describe the multiple literacies needed for new
communication technologies.
Mobile Literacy
A definition for mobile literacy was “tentatively” constructed by Barden (2019). The
definition was built upon work that recognizes multiple literacies with rich and diverse
communication forms. The literacies support “multimodality, linguistic innovation, remix,
playfulness, participation and connection in the production and consumption of texts” (p. 23).
Mobile literacies are defined by Barden as “the use and interpretation of written or symbolic
representation in texts and practices mediated by mobile digital technologies” (p. 23).
Network Literacy
Network literacy is another buzz phrase tied to digital literacy. Pegrum (2010) has
recognized the interconnectedness of newer concepts like network literacy with “well-worn
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terms'' including information literacy, media literacy, and visual literacy (p. 347). In an effort to
describe the range of skills needed to communicate on emergent channels, network literacy
emerged. As it parallels other digital literacies, network literacy “involves learning about
networks as well as learning through them” (p. 349). As “an active mode of literacy,” social
connections are built as individuals shape and are shaped by their networks (p. 348).
Silicon Literacy
In an environment “awash with talk of ‘new literacies’, ‘techno literacies',
‘multiliteracies’ and the like,” the terminology silicon literacy emerged (Knobel & Lankshear,
2002, p. 15). The new descriptors were in response to a “massive incursion of new information
and communication technologies” that characterized the 1990s and early 2000s (p. 15). With
rapid change in communication due to the “Internet and the World Wide Web,” silicon literacy
was coined as a general term to describe how meaning making occurs within this new
multimodal communication environment (Snyder, 2002, p. 3).
The concepts of silicon literacy and a new communication order are intertwined. New
communication order was called for in the literature to frame literacy “within a broader social
order” (Snyder, 2001, p. 3; also see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Lankshear, 1997; Street, 1998).
The book, Silicon Literacies: Communication, Innovation and Education in the Electronic Age
(Snyder, 2002) joined other digital literacy-related titles. Three key understandings regarding
context were integrated into the book. The first understanding was that a “technological
revolution” was taking place which was “reshaping the material bases of society” (p. 4). As
society was experiencing alterations in communication modalities, new technologies were
changing “day-to-day” living for societies throughout the world (p. 4). The second understanding
was that an ideological and political shift was occurring due to the new communication order.
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With this shift, a “new global capitalism” was becoming a dominant force along with
“globalisation [sic], new technologies and an unrestrained market society” (p. 4). The third
understanding was that disruptive communication technologies had disrupted the traditional
workplace. The new workplace would be characterized by an increase in knowledge work, an
increase in stressful work environments, a blurring of national borders, a growing separation
between the poor and the rich, and more.
Silicon literacy is a more conceptual addition to the academic literature in multiliteracies.
It does not describe skill sets and characteristics but rather a phenomenon that the authors were
perceiving during that time. The practices of silicon literacy should be considered within “social,
political, economic, cultural and historical contexts” (Snyder, 2002, p. 5). It recognizes the
multimodal nature of new communication as a “multimodal hypertext” system (p. 3).
Twenty-First Century Literacy
In 2004, three organizations—Adobe Systems, the George Lucas Educational
Foundation, and the New Media Consortium—were brought together under common concerns.
They had a deep interest in uncovering the impacts of new forms of “communication and selfexpression” (The New Media Consortium, 2005, p. 1). Communication had undergone a seismic
shift from “unimodal and textual” communication to multimodal which incorporated “visual and
aural elements with textual elements” (p. 1). This phenomenon was viewed as a new language
that required new pedagogies.
In April 2005, the 21st Century Literacy Summit was held in San Jose, California. The
summit was conceived to address challenges in education and pedagogy. As communication and
media were rapidly changing to become more global, “current models of education” were not
keeping pace (The New Media Consortium, 2005, p. 2). The Internet was seen as a “powerful
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\leveler” for a new generation that provided “immediate and broad access to opinions, ideas,
music, video, and more” (p. 2). A group of 35 individuals who were “leading authors,
policymakers, researchers, educators, and artists from the United States, Australia, Europe,
Japan, and the United Kingdom” attended the summit (p. 5).
The five strategic priorities of the summit were to 1) “Develop a Strategic Research
Agenda,” 2) “Raise Awareness & Visibility of the Field,” 3) “Make Tools for Creating &
Experiencing New Media Broadly Available,” 4) “Empower Teachers with 21st Century
Literacy Skills,” and 5) “Work as a Community” (The New Media Consortium, 2005, p. 15).
Action steps were devised for each of the strategic priorities. Under the strategy for research
agendas, it was recommended that scholars and researchers work to “craft new definitions and
taxonomies” (p. 19).
Because the concepts of new literacy had only recently emerged, it was felt that the
current “body of literature or theory that could provide adequate definitions, taxonomies, or
ontologies” needed to describe the phenomenon being witnessed in communication (The New
Media Consortium, 2005, p. 2). In response, a working definition was developed for the summit:
21st century literacy is the set of abilities and skills where aural, visual and
digital literacy overlap. These include the ability to understand the power of images and
sounds, to recognize and use that power, to manipulate and transform digital media, to
distribute them pervasively, and to easily adapt them to new forms (p. 2).
The working definition would suffice for the purposes of the summit, but it was agreed
that more work was required. The members had “felt the task of formally naming and defining
these new forms of language and communication was best left to others” (The New Media
Consortium, 2005, p. 2).
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Summary

As previously noted, digital literacy has been extensively used as an umbrella term to
organize and categorize related literacies. Definitional issues in digital literacy terminology
remain “stubbornly nebulous” (Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019, p. 14). The next section will
examine another of the four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical)
proposed by this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis: multimedia literacy.
MULTIMEDIA LITERACY
Multimedia has been referred to as the “great buzzword of the computer era” (Gilster,
1997, p. 32). According to a 1995 article in Educational Technology, the term multimedia was
“blossoming in many arenas, including education” (Tolhurst, 1995, p. 21). With traditional
literary forms having been deemed inadequate in the face of disruptive communication
technologies, Buckingham (2003) also argued that modern literacy is “inevitably and necessarily
multimedia literacy” (35). Mundt and Medaille (2011) have insisted that multimedia literacy
skills are now needed by university students to “thrive in a contemporary society” (p. 49). Lemke
(2018) declared that “all literacy is multimedia literacy” (p. 284).
The sections that follow give background context and explore the emergent terminology
themes from definitional literature—definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and related
literacies.
Background of Multimedia Literacy
Multimedia was a term popularized in the 1990s “with the advent of the CD-ROM”
(Lauer, 2009, p. 228). Used as a “catch all term” to describe nonprint text, it has tended to be
“frequently undefined in the scholarly literature” (p. 228). Multimedia is a term that “emerged
out of industry” and carries with it those “histories and contexts” (p. 237). Tolhurst (1995) has
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emphasized the difficulties with defining the term in “a straightforward process” as there is “no
real consistency and accepted usage” (p. 21). Schwier and Misanchuk (1993) have warned of the
difficulties in defining “interactive multimedia instruction” calling it an “invertebrate” that will
slither away if poked (p. 3). Cope and Kalantzis (2000) have described multimedia as a “very
slippery word” (p. 224). This is the foundation that the term multimedia literacy is built upon.
Definitions of Multimedia Literacy
Just as the term multimedia has defied a concrete definition (Tolhurst, 1995), multimedia
is just as slippery. It is used in academic literature but rarely defined. For example, a 2007 article
with the subtitle, The Uses of Multimedia Literacy, uses the terminology but does not provide a
definition for it (Hartley, 2007). The utter lack of an accepted definition is odd in the face of
Lemke’s (2018) adamant declaration that “all literacy is multimedia” (p. 284). This same
sentiment is echoed by Buckingham (2003) who argues that today’s literacy is “inevitable and
necessarily multimedia literacy” (p. 34). By examining the peripheries of the term, one can gain
a perspective on the terminology.
Tolhurst Definition
Tolhurst (1995) has provided an early description of multimedia “as the use of two or
more media to present information” (p. 23). Additionally, the specific medias could “include
text, still or animated graphics, movie segments, sounds, and music” (p. 23).
Hofstetter Definition
In the beginning of the book Multimedia Literacy, Hofstetter (2001) has articulated that
“multimedia is the buzzword of the decade” as it could be found in multiple places and contexts
in the late 1990s and early 2000s (p. 1). Its “uses and abuses” led to confusion over terminology.
Hofstetter defined multimedia as “the use of a computer to present and combine text, graphics,
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audio, and video with links and tools that let the user navigate, interact, create, and
communicate” (p. 2). He explained further that there are four components integral to
multimedia—a computer, connecting links, navigational tools, and ways to interact. In essence,
one does not have multimedia “if one of these components is missing” (p. 2). Hofstetter posited
that all those who plan “to learn, teach, work, play, govern, serve, buy, or sell in the information
society” need to be multimedia literate (p. 9). Hofstetter’s definition of multimedia has been
considered to be one of the “most precise definitions” (Lauer, 2009, p. 228).
Mayer Definition
The specific terminology, multimedia literacy, does not make an appearance in Richard
Mayer’s (2009) “evidenced-based and theory grounded” (p. ix) book Multimedia Learning, but it
does provide useful definitions around multimedia and learning. It includes “twelve principles of
instructional design” which are the basis of his “cognitive theory of multimedia learning” (p. ix).
Mayer’s definition of multimedia instruction is “the presentation of material using both words
and pictures, with the intention of promoting learning” (p. 5). He notes that the term multimedia
can be used as both a noun and an adjective. As a noun, it “refers to technology for presenting
material in both visual and verbal forms” (p. 5). Multimedia used as an adjective has three
different contexts: multimedia learning, multimedia presentation, and multimedia instruction.
Terminology in Multimedia Literacy
Some of the issues with multimedia terminology have been noted thus far including
inconsistencies in usage, wide adoption as a buzz phrase, and origins in industry. When
multimedia came into popular use in the 1990s, it was pervasive and could be found “on the
covers of books, magazines, CD-ROMS, video games, and movies” (Hofstetter, 2001, p. 1). It

FOUR META-LITERACIES

150

became a popular way to promote products and services. Articles published during that time used
the terminology “in contradictory ways” from each other (Tolhurst, 1995, p. 21).
Umbrella Terms in Multimedia Literacy
Prensky (2008) has noted the usage of multimedia as an “umbrella term” under which a
“panoply of skills” have collected (p. 1). Dillion and Leonard (1998) also articulated multimedia
as an umbrella term. Harris (2002) has explained that multimedia’s use as an umbrella term was
to “cover all of the synergistic uses of text, voice, music, video, graphics and other forms of data
to enhance the computer's role as a communications device” (p. 840).
Synonyms, Related Terms and Concepts in Multimedia Literacy
Synonymous treatment of each of the four proposed meta-literacies (digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy) are an emergent theme from the
definitional literature in this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis dissertation. Previously,
synonyms for digital literacy were examined and discussed. Multimedia literacy also has
synonymous terms to contend with as the “uses and abuses” that have “led to confusion over
what multimedia is” (Hofstetter, 2001, p. 1).
Digital Literacy
Digital literacy has historically been used as a synonym for multimedia literacy. Feerrar
(2019) has indicated that Lanham (1995) used the terms “interchangeably” (p. 92). Bawden
(2001) also notes Lanham’s “synonymous” treatment of the terms (p. 246).
Digital Competence
Digital competence is “the adaptive nature of skills and knowledge necessary for
transitioning to different technologies” (Boechler et al., 2014, p. 5). It has been closely aligned
with “ICT literacy, internet literacy, media literacy, and information literacy” (Ferrari et al.,
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2012, p. 81). With a skills-based approach to literacy, digital competence parallels Hofstetter’s
concepts in multimedia literacy. According to Spante et al. (2018), digital competency has also
been used synonymously with digital literacy. Digital competency terminology has been more
prevalent in countries outside the US and the UK where digital literacy is more commonly used.
It is interesting to note that Jewitt & Kress (2008) has distinguished between design and
competencies. They have argued that within a communication environment that is indicative of
“profound and rapid change” the ideas of competence are no “longer serviceable or sustainable”
(p. 17).
Media Literacy
Insisting that “literacy today” is fundamentally “multimedia literacy,” Buckingham
(2003) has described “media literacy” and “media education” in his book, Media Education:
Literacy, Learning and Contemporary Culture (p. 35). Media literacy, a synonymous term with
multimedia literacy and media education, came into popular use in North America in the 1980s.
Media literacy has referred to the “knowledge, skills, and competencies that are required in order
to use and interpret media” (p. 36). Rather than a set of competencies or a “cognitive tool kit,”
Buckingham argues that media literacy is a form of critical literacy involving “analysis,
evaluation and critical reflection” (p. 38). Media literate individuals acquire a “meta-language”
to describe the “forms and structures of different modes of communication” (p. 38). Buckingham
is essentially describing multimodality as he describes semiotic modes in communication. He has
recognized the innateness of multimodality in communication as he notes that “communication
almost always involves a combination of different modes” (p. 35).
Buckingham (2003) has provided a conceptual framework for a media literacy education.
The four concepts included in this model include production, language, representations, and

FOUR META-LITERACIES

152

audience (p. 53). As multimedia and multimedia literacy are explored, the concept of production
is a common theme. Within production, Buckingham has included components of technological
tools and distribution.
Meta-Literacy
Heba (1997) has considered multimedia literacy to be a “kind of meta-literacy, produced
by meta-technology” within the “meta-context” of new digital spaces (p. 21). Meta-literacy has
been viewed as a unifying construct for “multiple literacy types” with the emphasis being placed
on “producing and sharing information in participatory digital environments (O’Connell, 2012,
p. 5).
Multimodality
As Mills and Unsworth (2017) have noted, multimodality is a related term to multimodal
literacy. Lauer’s (2009) research contended with multimodal and multimedia terminology which
had been used “interchangeably” in academic scholarship at that time (p. 226). The terms have
overlapping concepts as both terms “are concerned with the combination of modes” like images,
text, audio, and the like (p. 229). The key difference lies in their “stages on the continuum” of the
text evolution process where modes are part of the design process and media is the production
and distribution of the communication (p. 236). The differentiation between the terms is
highlighted in Sheppard’s (2009) article on rhetoric and multimedia production. In the study,
Sheppard pairs production with multimedia in phrases like “producing multimedia” (p. 124) and
“messy nature of multimedia production” (p. 128) while using multimodal as an adjective for
words that denote design and creation like “multimodal composition” (p. 123) and “multimodal
components” (p. 124).
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Workplace Literacies
Stordy (2015) had perceived a need for a taxonomy of literacies in order to assimilate
“the various conceptions of literacy and literacy types” as this was becoming “increasingly more
complex” in light of the ever-changing environment of digital technologies (p. 256). Following
the unpacking of the multiliteracies framework conceived by the New London Group (Cazden et
al., 1996), Stordy (2015) has articulated that “literacies related to digital technologies” are just
some of the literacies that are needed by individuals “to develop in today’s society including
multimedia and workplace literacies” (p. 469). Cook (2002) has also noted the connection
between workplace literacy and multiliteracies with the concepts being incorporated into
technical communication pedagogy.
Model for Synthesis
Hobbs (2012) postulated a “model for synthesizing emerging consensus in
multiliteracies” (p. 19). Many types of literacies were in use during that time that were related to
multimedia literacy including “visual literacy, media literacy, critical literacy, information
literacy, and technical literacy” (p. 15). In order to “support the work of scholars” and to
“support the development” of multiliteracies pedagogies, Hobbs provided a synthesis of
literature in visual literacy, information literacy, media literacy, and critical literacy to create a
model that would be more accessible for use among educators. Principles or “tenets” from the
four multiliteracies were “collapsed into three broad categories” that included authors and
audiences, messages and meanings, and representations and reality (p. 20).
Summary
Multimedia literacy has been used as an overarching term in literature much like its
synonym, digital literacy (Bawden, 2001; Feerrar, 2019; Lanham, 1995). It is no surprise then
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that media literacy, a synonym for multimedia literacy (Buckingham, 2003), has competed with
digital literacy as an umbrella term in multiliteracies (see Churchill, 2020; Koltay, 2011;
Leaning, 2019; Ng, 2012).
MULTIMODAL LITERACY
Multimodality has been presented in the literature “as a theory, as an analytical
framework, and as a way of describing a particular form of social phenomenon or complex text”
(Serafini & Gee, 2017, p. 4). Multiliteracies and multimodality have attempted to address both
definitions in literacies and practical application in equational settings (Hong & Tan, 2020).
“Multimodal teaching and learning” initiatives have gained attention since the New London
Group’s “seminal publication” (p. 43). As modes of communication have changed, classroom
multimodal literacies are “mostly digital and online literacies” (p. 45). Mills & Unsworth (2017)
have noted that research in multimodal literacy is a “fast growing field” (p. 21).
The sections that follow give background context and explore the emergent terminology
themes from definitional literature—definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and related
literacies.
Background of Multimodal Literacy
Although the concepts in multimodality have been around for only “a few decades,” the
“phenomenon of multimodal communication” is said to be “as old as mankind” (Tønnessen &
Forsgren, 2019, p. 4). Multimodal research draws from a variety of academic traditions. The
conceptual beginning of multimodal literacy is founded in the pioneering work of the “academic
collective,” the New London Group who “first coined” the terms multiliteracies (Mizusawa,
2021, p. 727) and multimodality (Iedma, 2003; Lauer, 2009; Ng, 2012b). The “published
manifesto” was written to address the growing complexity of multimodal texts “integrated into
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everyday media and sociocultural practices” (Serafini, 2014, p. 26). Multiliteracies was
terminology chosen to address “increasing local diversity and global connectedness” as it
represented the idea that “one set of standards or skills” would be insufficient (Cazden et al.,
1996, p. 64).
As defined by Chan, Chia, and Choo (2017), multimodality is “the use of modes that are
employed in a meaning-making process for the development of deep understanding” (p. 75).
According to Archer (2022), semiotic modes work in accordance with each other “to create
complex, multilayered communication ensembles” (p. 152). These combinations are “ubiquitous
in human communicative practices” and can be found in “magazines, radio broadcasts, films or
social media posts” (Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a, p. 319). Although multimodality is “as ancient
and broad as the compass of rhetoric” (Pflaeging, J., & Stöckl, 2021a, p. 319) and representative
across a diversity of fields and theories, it seems as if there are “no general agreements as to
what exactly constitutes multimodality” (Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021, p. 329)
Definitions of Multimodal Literacy
Gunther Kress is one of two social semiotic theorists who along with the New London
Group have been recognized as conceptualizing the term multimodality (Cazden et al., 1996;
Iedma, 2003; Lauer, 2009).
Kress Definition
Stordy (2015) has acknowledged that “authors do not always express their conceptions of
literacy as explicit definitions” (p. 461). This can be noted in the work of Gunther Kress (2010).
Kress, one of the members of the New London Group, has tended to describe and illustrate
concepts in multimodality rather than to explicitly define. In his book Multimodality (2010),
Kress has described communication as “semiotic work” and has argued that “communication is
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multimodal” (p. 33). Multimodal communication is that combination of semiotic modes to
create meaning. In social-semiotic multimodality, “all signs in all modes” have meaning (p. 59).
Jewitt & Kress (2008) has articulated the fluid nature of multimodality and have called it
an “emergent field” (p. 4). In their book Multimodal Literacy, they have collected articles to
exemplify current applications of multimodality in educational research not to “settle nor to
conventionalise [sic] multimodal analysis” (p. 4). In Literacy in the New Media Age, Kress
(2003) has argued against the English language term literacy as “other languages do not have
such a word” (p. 22).
Cordes Definition
Cordes (2009) has defined multimodal literacy in the article Broad Horizons: The Role of
Multimodal Literacy in 21st Century Library Instruction.
Multimodal literacy is the synthesis of multiple modes of communication. This
communication can result in a transformation of the singular modes into a form that often
contains new or multiple meanings. The multimodal object can require a range of tools,
skills and sensibilities and often reflects collaborative as well as individual effort (p. 3).
Mills & Unsworth Definition
According to Mills and Unsworth (2017) multimodal literacy has social semiotic origins
and is “the study of language that combines two or more modes of meaning” (p. 1).
Multimodality is noted to be a related term. The definition was further expanded by Taylor and
Leung (2020) by being situated in a “sociocultural context” (p. 2)
Ross, Curwood, & Bell Definition
Ross et al. (2020) have proposed a framework to assess multimodal assignments in higher
education. They have noted the demand for students to “cultivate multimodal literacy” (p. 291)
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as well as “multimodal assessment literacy” (p. 299). Multimodal literacy is defined as that
“which draws upon a social semiotic approach to emphasise [sic] how multiple modes (e.g.,
written words, visual images or moving digital images) serve as socially and culturally shaped
resources for meaning making” (p. 291). According to Ross et al., the literature has
“underexplored “what it means” to digitally and multimodally “express knowledge” (p. 291).
Terminology in Multimodal Literacy
The interconnectedness (McGrail et al., 2021) and layering of literacies (Cook, 2002;
Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019; Gallagher, 2020; McGrail, 2021; Ng, 2012b; Sindoni et al.,
2022) and terminologies in multiliteracies has been well-documented in this dissertation.
Terminology and concepts in multimodality and multimodal literacy show the same patterns.
Umbrella Terms in Multimodal Literacy
Multimodality and multiliteracies are two concepts that emerged from the New London
Group collective’s “intellectual work” (Cazden et al., 1996; Serafini & Gee, 2017). Since that
publication, other scholars have used multiliteracies as a banner term, or umbrella term, for
related frameworks (Gallager, 2020; Holloway & Gouthro, 2020; Ng, 2012b; Selber, 2004).
Other scholars have chosen to use multimodality as an overarching term (Cordes, 2009; Ng,
2012b; McGrail et al., 2021). Because “multimodality is key to a multiliteracies approach,” an
understanding of it is imperative (Dallacqua et al., 2015).
Multiliteracies Umbrella
In the New London Group’s “published manifesto” (Serafini, 2014, p. 26) on pedagogy
in the face of disruptive communication technologies, the theory of multiliteracies was
introduced. Its introduction was in response to the “reconceptualization of literacy” that was
imperative due to the “increasing complexity and the multimodal nature of texts” (p. 26).
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Serafini has described multiliteracies as an “umbrella term” that incorporates “visual literacy,
media literacy, critical literacy, computer literacy, and other types of literacies” (p. 26). Ng
(2012b) has noted that multiple literacies and multiliteracies have been used “interchangeably” in
the literature (p. 66). Serafini (2014) has provided a definition for multiliteracies:
The reconceptualization of literacy as a multidimensional set of competencies and
social practices in response to the increasing complexity and multimodal nature of texts.
This concept suggests literacy is not a single, cognitive set of skills, rather an array of
social competencies that extend beyond reading and writing printed text (p. 171).
Recently, Holloway and Gouthro (2020) have argued that a theoretical framework based
in multiliteracies is imperative for “lifelong learning” as it enables adult learners to “explicitly”
engage with “cultural diversity, technology, and multimodality” (p. 205).
Multimodality Umbrella
In Serafini’s (2014) work, Reading the Visual: An Introduction to Teaching Multimodal
Literacy, a definition for multimodality is provided.
An interdisciplinary approach that understands representation and communication
extend beyond written language and includes a multiplicity of modes. It refers to the
theory that meanings are represented and communicated across and within cultures by a
wide variety of semiotic resources (p. 172).
Although the author does not explicitly designate multimodal literacy as an umbrella
term, Cordes (2009) has described multimodal literacies as representing a “union of literacies in
multiple modes” (p. 30). Four literacies—information literacy, visual literacy, multicultural
literacy, and media literacies—are seen as a group that can be “thought of as a competent if not
comprehensive description” of multimodal literacy (p. 3).
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Synonyms, Related Terms and Concepts in Multimodal Literacy
As previously stated, Lauer (2009) extensively researched and unpacked the
interchangeability of multimedia and multimodality. Bourelle et al. (2017) have also noted
synonymous multimodality terminology in what Tseronis and Forceville (2017) have dubbed a
“definitional snake pit” (p. 4).
Critical Multimedia Literacy
In 2006, Lemke posed the question: “what should critical literacy mean in the age of
multimedia?” (p. 3). Critical literacy has had an empowering influence as it has enabled
communicators “to take a critical stance toward” information sources (p. 3). With the
“complexity and the novelty” of what Lemke called “new multimedia constellations” (p. 5), the
definition of “literacy itself” was in need of expansion (p. 4). Seemingly fond of absolutes,
Lemke declared critical literacy to be critical multimedia literacy (p. 4). Critical multimedia
literacy was said to be underpinned by the field of social semiotics. Lemke used the term
multimedia semiotics to describe this fundamental idea grounded in “signifying or meaningmaking practice” (p. 5). A central principle was that meaning could not be construed from only
“one semiotic modality” (p. 5).
As Lemke (2006) continues to unpack critical multimodal literacy, the concepts sound
very familiar to Kress and other multimodality scholars. Lemke declared that “all
communication is multimedia communication” and then in the next paragraph he explains that in
fact “it is multi-modal communication” (p. 5).
Design
Serafini and Gee (2017) have pointed to the New London Group’s “focus on design as
central to meaning making” and the need for more attention to this aspect of multimodality
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within current scholarship (p. 4). The “constructivist metaphor” of the “reader as designer”
emphasizes the communicator’s role in constructing meaning as they design and create
multimodal material (p. 4).
In multimodality, design is “how people make use of” available resources within a
“specific communication environment” (Jewitt & Kress, 2008, p. 17). In multimodal
environments, “anything and everything is subject to design” (Kress, 2003, p. 49).
Digital
According to Sindoni and Moschini (2022), the terms digital and multimodal “are often
used interchangeably” (p. 1). Often, they are paired together as exemplified by Ross et al.’s
(2020) handling of “multimodally and digitally” (p. 291). Researchers dealing with digital
literacy and related terms must provide a definition of terms for clarity. Some like Ng (2012b)
default to digital literacy being a “multiplicity of literacies” which harken back to the original
ideas of multimodality and multiliteracies. (Ng, 2012b, p. 1066).
Multiliteracies
As noted earlier, multiliteracies and multimodality both have usage as umbrella terms
(Cordes, 2009; Serafini, 2014). Multiliteracies has also been recognized as being used
synonymously with multimodal literacy (Hong & Tan, 2020).
Multimedia
Multimedia is a term that is often used synonymously with multimodal; similar terms
include new media, digital media, and visual rhetoric (Buorelle et al., 2017, p. 225). Kress (2010)
has argued that using the term “multimedia is to confuse past practices with present givens” (p.
30). Additionally, he argues that multimedia “effectively blocks the path to clear analysis and
thinking” (p. 31).
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Visual Literacy
Visual literacy is another term that has close connection with multimodal literacy. In
Reading the Visual: An Introduction to Teaching Multimodal Literacy, Serafini (2014) defines
visual literacy as “the process of generating meanings in transaction with multimodal ensembles,
including written text, visual elements, and design elements, from a variety of perspectives to
meet the requirements of particular social contexts” (p. 23). Some have felt that the addition of
multiliteracies to concepts of visual literacy “may only muddy the theoretical waters” (Serafini,
2014, p. 28).
Visual Rhetoric
As previously indicated, multimodal shares similarities with visual rhetoric and has often
been used synonymously with the term (Buorelle et al., 2017; Lauer, 2009). It is interesting to
note that semiotic and rhetorical traditions have been shown to be closely related and “hybrids of
the two are not uncommon” (Craig, 1999, p. 137); conceptually visual rhetoric seems to be a
hybrid. Brumberger (2005) perceived the visual turn of communication in business and
emphasized the importance of adding visual rhetoric to multimodal communication instruction in
business communication. Kjeldsen and Hess (2021) have argued that “in many ways”
multimodal rhetoric has its beginnings in visual rhetoric (p. 329).
In the 1990s, Foss (1994) noted that rhetorical scholars were “expanding the data they
analyze to include visual systems” (p. 213). Barnhurst et al. (2004) described the visual
communication research trend as visual rhetoric which they defined as “studies that take
primarily a rhetorical approach” to designs and images as “occasions of persuasion” (p. 629).
Communication is one of the multiple fields that influence “visual studies” (p. 638).
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Summary

Multimodal literacy shares a close connection with multiliteracies (Cazden et al., 1996;
Chan, Chia, & Choo, 2017; Cordes, 2009; Ng, 2012b; Rowsell & Burgess, 2017; Serafini, 2014).
In the next section, the relationship between rhetoric and multiliteracies has been uncovered.
RHETORICAL LITERACY
Rhetoric is the “art of effective communication” and is relevant to multimodal
communication including the “rhetorical process” of combining modes for meaning making
(Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a). In Chapter 4, Selber’s (2004) contribution of rhetorical literacy as
one of three literacies (functional, critical, rhetorical) in a multiliteracies framework was
explored. Other frameworks like McGrail et al. (2021) and Sindoni et al. (2022) used the more
accessible term audience to convey similar concepts. Gallagher (2020) included rhetorical
literacy as part of a framework for rhetorical communication design in technical communication
and argued that it would be difficult to compose “21st century communication” that is
“completely devoid of rhetoric” (p. 36).
The sections that follow give background context and explore the emergent terminology
themes from definitional literature—definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and related
literacies.
Background of Rhetorical Literacy
Rhetoric, as the “art of effective communication,” has had an “enduring impact” due to
“its broad reach” (Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a, p. 319). A rapidly evolving communication
environment that favors the visual and the multimodal “demands a rhetorical approach to
communication” (Kress, 2010, p. 26). To meet the challenges of “unfamiliar contexts and tasks,”
higher education instructors must help “students deliberately shape their rhetorical decisions and
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communication” (Dusenberry et al., 2015, p. 300). These challenges require a pedagogy that
includes a “more layered approach” to acquiring competencies and multiple literacies (p. 300).
Kjeldsen and Hess (2021) have indicated that the rhetorical “appeals of logos, pathos, and ethos”
are the means of persuasion and that rhetoric is integrated into “multimodal communication” (p.
328). Further, they have noted that “extant theories such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model
(ELM)” have been used to gain insight into multimodal persuasive messaging (p. 330). As “no
business person can be an effective communicator” without making good “rhetorical choices”
(Getchell & Lentz, 2019, p. 3), rhetorical literacy should be considered an important layer in
multiliteracies.
Rhetoric and social semiotic multimodality are closely aligned. They are said to “meet in
an orientation towards the practicalities of meaning making and its effects on the recipient”
(Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021a, p. 319). Multimodality in “rhetoric and composition studies”
suggests the “process of design” (Werner, 2017, p. 717). Kress (2010) has argued that “rhetorical
processes underlie, precede and then become design processes” (p. 121). Prior to making design
decisions, the rhetor must evaluate and analyze the communicative needs and environment. The
objective is to frame the “message as an interested party’s attempt to influence an audience”
(Scott, 1994, p. 252). Rhetoric is “an interpretive theory” where different “elements are selected
according to the sender’s expectation about how the audience will approach the genre, the
speaker, and the topic” (p. 252). In rhetoric, communicators strive to understand and effectively
evaluate their audience prior to designing communication (Oeppen Hill, 2020). Effective
communicators employ persuasive devices of ethos (credibility), pathos (story and emotion), and
logos (logic) to appeal to their audiences to get their message heard (Aristotle & Roberts, 2020).
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Definitions of Rhetorical Literacy

As unpacked in Chapter 4, multiliteracies frameworks exist that include rhetorical
literacies (Cook, 2002; Gallagher, 2020; McGrail et al., 2021; Selber, 2004). Cook and Selber
have provided extensive scholarship in rhetorical literacy.
Cook Definition
Cook (2002) has included rhetorical literacy as part of a layered multiliteracies
framework. In the Cook model, the skills and competencies of rhetorical literacy include
audience role awareness, communicative purpose and situation, communication strategies, and
self-reflection.
Selber Definition
Selber (2004) has defined the rhetorically-literate individual in relation to computer
literacy by four different parameters: persuasion, deliberation, reflection, and social action (p.
147). In rhetorical literacy, the learner understands the persuasion is implicitly and explicitly part
of every aspect of the design and context. The learner also exhibits the ability to deliberate in
order to reach solutions in computer design problems. The learner is consciously reflective and
will critically assess their own practices and actions. Finally, the learner understands that design
in digital spaces is a form of social action as opposed to a technical action.
Terminology in Rhetorical Literacy
The embeddedness of rhetoric within multimodality is evident in Kress (2010). Kress
(2010) was explicit about the connection between multimodality and rhetoric. He viewed the
“rhetorical approach” as “essential” (p. 26). Multimodal design and rhetorical decisions are what
“lead to the making of ensembles of modes” (p. 157).
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Umbrella Terms in Rhetorical Literacy
Multiliteracies could be regarded as the overarching or banner term in relation to
rhetorical literacy. In both Cook (2002) and Selber (2004), rhetorical literacy is a domain of a
framework underneath the multiliteracies banner. Chan, Chia, and Choo (2017) have described
multiliteracies as a process that happens over time when “being literate becomes a collective
identity of being multiliterate” (p. 71). The broad definitions of multiliteracies have allowed for a
diversity of research (Kachorsky, 2017, p. 189).
Synonyms, Related Terms and Concepts in Rhetorical Literacy
As noted, rhetorical terminology and concepts have been interwoven in multiliteracies
literature and models. Some multiliteracies and multimodality scholars preferred to use rhetoric
as part of their naming (Cook, 2002; Gallagher, 2020; Selber, 2004) while others gravitated
toward more descriptive terminology like audience (McGrail et al., 2021).
Audience
In their “interconnected framework” of multimodal composition assessment, McGrail et
al. (2021) posited three domains including audience, originality, and mode and meaning (p. 282).
The authors perceived that multimodal communicators need to possess an “awareness of the
audience” that is “situated in a complex and multidirectional relationship with the audience” (p.
282). The ideas expressed mirror concepts in rhetorical literacy, like “audience awareness” and
yet use terminology which may be more approachable (p. 283).
Schrum et al. (2022) have also used this approachable language in their study, Audience
Matters: Multimodal Projects Across Three International Case Studies. They have noted the
“role of audience” in multimodal projects but the lack of purposeful examination “across
institutions, disciplines, and teaching contexts” to incorporate audience as a “core component of
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multimodal projects” (p. 1). The authors have argued that the “direct and intentional
incorporation of audience” could result in “transformational learning experiences” (p. 1).
HyperRhetoric
HyperRhetoric was a term introduced in the 1990s when “hypertext navigation” and
“hypermedia” (Heba, 1997, p. 23) were the disruptive communication technologies of the
“multimedia computer revolution” (p. 19). As traditional approaches to rhetoric were deemed
“inadequate” to explain the “rhetorical phenomenon of multimedia,” HyperRhetoric was
introduced as a distinction between traditional texts and multimedia environments that needed to
be made (p. 23). Heba perceived that a semiotic foundation as the basis for HyperRhetoric could
help to address the “phenomenon of multimedia communication” (p. 29).
Rhetorical Computer Literacy
Moyo et al. (2015) draw from Selber (2004) for their explanation of rhetorical computer
literacy. The rhetorically computer literate are not only technically multi-skilled but possess
rhetorical literacy competencies like reflection. These learners “view interfaces as social actions”
rather than just “technical ones” (Moyo, 2015, p. 120).
Rhetoric of Technology
The rhetoric of technology is a narrow line of scholarship that relies on rhetorical analysis
and “technical expertise as by provided by scholars in other fields” (Clark, 2010, p. 92). It
provides important scholarly conversations that emphasize the centrality of “users, rather than
systems” (p. 93). The rhetoric of technology “has much to offer to sociocultural interpretations of
technology” (p. 93) through the utilization of rhetorical elements (i.e., ethos, pathos, logos).
Clark (2010). Additionally, the “rhetoric of technology” has been described as a “slippery
phrase” (p. 85). The problem is partially due to the difficulty in defining each term individually.
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Rhetorical literacy is an important contribution to meta-literacies model in digital
multimodal communication. The literacy has been explicitly (Cook, 2002; Gallagher, 2020;
Selber, 2004) and implicitly (McGrail et al., 2021) evidenced in multiliteracies frameworks and
models. Kress (2010) has shown how multimodal design is connected to the rhetor and to the
audience as the “interests of the rhetor” interact with the “social characteristics of the audience”
(p. 45). Scholarly efforts have been made to show the connection of rhetoric with technology
through concepts like HyperRhetoric (Heba, 1997), rhetorical computer literacy (Moyo, 2015),
and the rhetoric of technology (Clark, 2010).
CONSTRUCTING DEFINITIONAL BOUNDARIES
As emphasized by scholars (Cook, 2002; Nichols & Stornaiuolo, 2019), the
categorization in multiliteracies is and should remain fluid. Because the task of gathering and
synthesizing definitions and concepts in multiliteracies is an enormous undertaking, authors like
Nichols and Stornaiuolo (2019) have been transparent about the fact that the purpose of their
work is not to be “exhaustive” in uncovering every aspect of multiliteracies terminology and
scholarship, but to provide a useful contribution (p. 20). Within this section of the dissertation,
the “goal here is not to be comprehensive” (Clark, 2010, p. 92) but to provide a categorization of
major concepts that may provide structure and organization within the context of digital
multimodal communication. Like Clark, there is no claim to “these categories” as “static or
comprehensive” models (p. 92). The goal is to provide a useful structure that may make these
concepts more approachable and applicable to learners and their instructors. According to Lauer
(2009), the act of defining terminology is “an important and necessary practice in any field (p.
226).
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Use of Meta-Literacy and Meta-Literacies
Meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) and meta-literacy (one of the
four meta-literacies) are terminology coined for this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis and
informed by a similar term in the field of information literacy. In information literacy,
metaliteracy is said to expand “the standard conception of information literacy to include social
media, online communications, and open learning” (Jacobson & Mackey, 2013, p. 85). It is an
“overarching construct for related literacy types” to provide a unified whole (p. 85). Notably,
metaliteracy acknowledges “multiple literacies” as a parallel concern (p. 85).
In their 2011 introduction to the concept, the authors have articulated related literacies for
information literacy including “digital literacy, media literacy, visual literacy, and information
technology fluency (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011, p. 62). Collaboration and critical thinking in
digital spaces including social media are supported by the metaliteracy framework. Metaliteracy,
a term coined for the information science field, is said to provide a “foundation for media
literacy, digital literacy, ICT literacy, and visual literacy” (p. 76).
Senapatiratne (2021) has provided some clarity around the metaliteracy terminology and
the use of meta. Indicating that metaliteracy has a “complicated” yet “relatively short history,” he
has explained that meta- in this usage indicates an individual’s “awareness” of their “own
literacy and how that literacy functions” (p. 113).
Proposed Definitional Boundaries
Although the act of “defining terms is an important and necessary practice in any field”
(Lauer, 2009, p. 225), the proposed names draw from multiliteracies and related terminology and
may not be accessible terminology for all applications. For example, an educator may be
accustomed to using the term multimodal when discussing ensembles made up of modes such as
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text and images, yet a learner may not understand the term. Secker (2018) has also argued for a
“shared understanding” of terminology as different terminologies have created challenges in
supporting learners (p. 10) and “confusion for academic staff” (p. 7).
Porat et al. (2018) have noted that under the general concept of digital literacies
competing definitions, differing terminology, and “a variety of meanings” exist (p.24). By
organizing the literacies and conceptual ideas into four general proposed buckets, it may bring
more structure and clarity to the terminology pool.
Four Definitional Buckets
Four categories have been proposed for the meta-literacies in this qualitative metasynthesis study (see Table 5). These four categories include (1) digital literacy, (2) multimedia
literacy, (3) multimodal literacy, and (4) rhetorical literacy. The four meta-literacies are not
unlike the three theoretical frames that Hobbs (2012) proposed after “synthesizing the core ideas
of media literacy, information literacy, visual literacy, and new literacies” (Hobbs, 2018, p. 257).
Hobbs postulated that all literacies could fall within the three tenets of authors and audiences,
messages and meaning, and representations and reality.
The four meta-literacies proposed here are a synthesis as well. It is proposed that
literacies related to multiliteracies and digital multimodal communication could fall within four
different meta-literacies definitional buckets. Evidence of these four meta-literacies in a
chronology of multiliteracies frameworks were uncovered and discussed in Chapter 4.

FOUR META-LITERACIES

170

Table 5
Meta-Literacies with Definitions & Buckets

Definition

Buckets

Digital Literacy
Digital literacy is defined as
the ability to locate and
critically evaluate
information in multiple
modalities found on a
variety of digital spaces, and
to demonstrate respectful
and responsible use of
information and intellectual
property in digital
multimodal communication.
Media Lit.
Information Lit.
Critical Lit.
Digital Information Lit.
Digital citizenship

Meta-Literacies with Definitions and Buckets
Multimedia Literacy
Multimodal Literacy
Multimedia literacy is
Multimodal literacy is defined
defined as the technical
as the ability to effectively
skills and competencies
communicate meaning
needed to create,
through multiple modalities
communicate, curate, and
such as language, text, audio,
distribute using digital
visual, gestures, facial
multimodal
expression, design choices,
communication
color, animation, and other
technologies.
semiotic resources in digital
multimodal communication
environments.
Skills & production
Digital competencies
Production & distribution
Product
Computer Lit.
Workplace Lit.

Multimodality
Design
Sociocultural
Visual literacy
Visual rhetoric

Rhetorical Literacy
Rhetorical literacy is defined
as the social, emotional,
and cultural acumen
needed to make
appropriate rhetorical
choices about
communication including
audience evaluation,
purpose, and persuasive
devices (ethos, pathos,
logos) for digital multimodal
communication.
Audience
Rhetorical traditions

Digital Literacy
Although digital literacy has been described as “a problematic and ill-defined term”
(Secker, 2018, p. 4), it is a term that continues to be used in various fields of scholarship and is
considered to be “essential for social, academic and professional success” (Santos & Sherpa,
2017, p. 91).
A working definition was proposed in Chapter 4: Digital literacy is defined as the ability
to locate and critically evaluate information in multiple modalities found on a variety of digital
spaces, and to demonstrate respectful and responsible use of information and intellectual
property in digital multimodal communication.
It is proposed that the following literacies and concepts unpacked in this chapter would
fall under the digital literacy umbrella.
● Media literacy (Hobbs, 2012, 2018; Koltay 2011)
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● Information literacy (Hobbs, 2012, 2018)
● Critical literacy (Hobbs, 2012, 2018)
● Digital information literacy (Sparks et al., 2016)
● Digital citizenship (Pangrazio & Sefton-Green, 2021)
Multimedia Literacy
The following is a working definition posited for multimedia literacy in Chapter 4:
Multimedia literacy is defined as the technical skills and competencies needed to create,
communicate, curate, and distribute using digital multimodal communication technologies.
It is proposed that the following literacies and concepts unpacked in this chapter would
fall under the multimedia literacy umbrella:
● Skills and production (Lauer, 2009)
● Digital competencies (Boechler et al., 2014; Spante et al., 2018)
● Production and distribution (Lauer, 2009; Bourelle et al., 2017).
● Multimedia products (Lauer, 2009)
● Computer literacy (Bawden, 2001)
● Workplace literacies (Stordy, 2015)
Multimodal Literacy
In Chapter 4, a working definition was proposed for multimodal literacy. The definition
reads as follows: Multimodal literacy is defined as the ability to effectively communicate
meaning through multiple modalities such as language, text, audio, visual, gestures, facial
expression, design choices, color, animation, and other semiotic resources in digital multimodal
communication environments.
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It is proposed that the following literacies and concepts unpacked in this chapter would
fall under the multimodal literacy umbrella:
● Multimodality (Kress, 2010)
● Design (Bourelle et al., 2017; Lauer, 2009).
● Sociocultural (Taylor & Leung, 2020)
● Visual literacy (Serafini, 2014)
● Visual rhetoric (Brumberger, 2005; Kjeldsen and Hess, 2021)
Rhetorical Literacy
A working definition was also postulated for rhetorical literacy in Chapter 4 of this
qualitative meta-synthesis study. The definition is as follows: Rhetorical literacy is defined as
the social, emotional, and cultural acumen needed to make appropriate rhetorical choices about
communication including audience evaluation, purpose, and persuasive devices (ethos, pathos,
logos) for digital multimodal communication.
It is proposed that the following literacies and concepts unpacked in this chapter would
fall under the rhetorical literacy umbrella:
● Audience (Schrum et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 2016).
● Rhetorical traditions (Bourelle et al., 2017; Cook, 2002; Selber, 2004)
Summary
Feerrar (2019) has called for “revised, broad conversations” to continue following the
introduction of a digital literacy framework or development of initial definitions (p. 103). As
elsewhere noted, the suggested definitions and categorizations introduced in this dissertation are,
just that, suggestions to invite “continued conversation” (p. 103). As Koltay (2011) has
succinctly stated “there is no single literacy that is appropriate for all people or for one person
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over all their lifetime” (p. 219). McVee et al. (2017) have noted decades after the New London
Group’s scholarly contribution that “multimodality is still an emerging area of study” (p. 149).
They have called for a continuation of scholarly mining within the “substrata of modes, naming,
exploring, analyzing, and articulating pedagogical practices and methods pertaining to
multiliteracies” (p. 148).
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION

Throughout this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis dissertation, the scarlet thread of
conversation in multiliteracies and multimodality has been explored. Concepts from the literature
along with direct quotations produced the qualitative data used to interpret, analyze, and
synthesize. The central question and two additional research questions introduced in Chapter 1
have guided the study. The central objective of this qualitative study was to conduct a qualitative
interpretative meta-synthesis of digital multimodal communication literacies in order to propose
the four meta-literacies of (1) digital literacy, (2) multimedia literacy, (3) multimodal literacy,
and (4) rhetorical literacy. These four meta-literacies help to characterize and establish what it
means to be a multiliterate communicator in digital multimodal environments.
Chapter 2 provided a general literature review which included theories of semiotics and
multimodality which underpin this study. It also gave context to this study through an
exploration of the New London Group’s seminal work on which much of multimodality and
multiliteracies is built. The examination of multimodality and multiliteracies revealed the need to
more deeply explore the literacies through a chronology of frameworks (Chapter 4). An
exploration into the definitional snake pit of related terminology was undertaken which
necessitated the deep dive into definitional literature in Chapter 5. The literature review also
provided a background on the proposed meta-literacies in digital multimodal literacy.
Chapter 3 provided an explanation of the qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis approach
that this study has employed. In addition, it articulated the research design along with addressing
the trustworthiness of the study.
Chapter 4 followed a chronology of nine frameworks in multimodality and multimodal
literacies following the “published manifesto” (Serafini, 2014, p. 26) written by the New London
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Group in 1996 (Cazden et al., 1996). Once the nine frameworks—which included the initial
framework proposed by the New London Group collective—were unpacked, the four proposed
meta-literacies for digital multimodal communication were defined. Using the working
definitions of the four meta-literacies, an interpretative analysis was conducted in order to find
evidence of the meta-literacies within each of the eight frameworks—not including New London
Group’s multiliteracies pedagogical framework—that had previously been examined.
Chapter 5 took a deep dive into the literature to deconstruct definitions and concepts
surrounding qualitatively and interpretively each of the four meta-literacies—digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy—proposed in this qualitative
interpretive meta-synthesis dissertation. The data collected, analyzed, and interpreted was
synthesized. The information was then used to construct four definitional buckets that
represented each of the literacies proposed.
Chapter 6 focuses on the central research question: How could a qualitative interpretative
meta-synthesis of multiliteracies inform practices and theory for digital multimodal
communication? The chapter begins by a summation of findings in this dissertation framed by all
three research questions. The discussion that follows explores the five overarching themes of the
entire qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis: (1) evidence of four meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication, (2) emergent simplified terminology for practical application, (3)
three foundational literacies to support a four meta-literacies model, (4) synergistic layering of
literacies, and (5) the need for broad and fluid definitions in digital multimodal communication.
The discussion is a meta-synthesis of the overarching themes from Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.
Further, the implications and limitations are discussed.
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OVERVIEW

Through the process of qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis, four meta-literacies
working definitions and boundaries were proposed to serve as definitional containers to inform
digital multimodal communication practices and theory. The purpose of this study was to
conduct a deep investigation of the vast literature pertaining to multimodality and multiliteracies
in order to organize and synthesize the information. Like other definitions postulated for
multiliteracies frameworks in the literature, the definitions are boundaries or guidelines that will
be in constant need of “fine-tuning” based on context and communities of use (Sindoni et al.,
2022 p. 179). As new communication technologies continue to emerge and disrupt, definitions
should be revisited and tested for their applicability.
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
The ultimate aim of this qualitative inquiry was to have a more complete and cohesive
understanding of what it means to be a multiliterate communicator. Social semiotic
multimodality has provided the theoretical background on which this study is founded.
Multimodality is a communication theory that describes the communicative action of putting
multiple modalities such as audio, visual, gestural, textual, and other together to create new
meaning. Multiliteracies is the pedagogical concept that emphasizes the need to communicate
effectively with multiple literacies including multimodality. The terms, multimodality and
multiliteracies, have been “used together or interchangeably” in the literature (Yi & AngayCrowder, 2016, p. 990). Hong and Tan (2020) have noted the synonymous treatment of
multimodal literacy and multiliteracies in academic research.
PowerPoint slide decks are common digital multimodal communication ensembles that
are ubiquitous in business use. They require practitioners to utilize multiple literacies to craft
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effective communication. Using the four meta-literacies model proposed (digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy), the communicator should be
responsible in their use of information and visual elements. They should critically consider the
source of the material and respectfully give attribution. The communicator should be skilled in
all aspects of the software, so they know how to accomplish their vision for the presentation and
how to deliver it in the expected format (i.e., wide screen vs standard, PDF vs a PPXS file,
reading slide deck vs briefing slide deck). The communicator should be skilled in multimodal
design using language, visuals, audio, space, font, color, animation, and more in combination to
best deliver the message to the intended audience. The communicator should be rhetorically
aware of their audience, purpose, and context to inform their design and content. Underpinning
all of this is basic literacy which allows the presenter to use professional communication that
includes correct spelling, punctuation, grammar, and more. A communication must also possess
critical literacy as they critically analyze the content, the skills, the design, and the audience.
Finally, the presenter should be socially and culturally literate as they analyze the rhetorical
situation (audience, purpose, context) to inform the responsible choices of content, the skills
needed for delivery, and the multimodal design.
The problem that is addressed here is the digital workplace gap and the need for effective
digital multimodal communicators. Many employers have a general perception that recent
college graduates are technologically “savvy” only to find a disconnect between their
expectations of digital technological fluency and the skillset of new workers (Sparks et al., 2016,
p. 2). Pedagogy and literacy are at the root of this problem. A cursory glance at the literacies that
have been proposed for developing a multi-literate population will reveal confusing definitions, a
myriad of frameworks under different definitional umbrellas, conflated terminology, and more. It
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is no wonder that Tseronis and Forceville (2017) have labeled multimodality literature as a
“definitional snake pit” (p. 4). Jacobs (2013) has illustrated the confusion created among
“practitioners and researchers” due to the conflation of terms (p. 99). Within the educational
field, the concepts of multiliteracies, multimodalities, digital literacy, and digital technology
integration have often been used “interchangeably” (p. 99).
Addressing the Questions
The central research question was posed in Chapter 1 and has guided this qualitative
interpretive meta-synthesis dissertation. Additionally, research questions one and two have
expanded the inquiry.
Central Research Question
How could a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies inform practices and theory for digital multimodal communication?
This question represents the overarching question of the dissertation. Within the
discussion section of this chapter, the overarching themes that emerged from Chapter 4 and
Chapter 5 will be synthesized.
Research Question One
RQ 1. How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication?
This question was answered in Chapter 4 through a qualitative interpretative metasynthesis process. The synthesis was performed in Chapter 4; the findings will be discussed later
in this chapter.
Research Question Two
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RQ 2. How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of definitional literature based
on the proposed four meta-literacies inform their definitions and boundaries?
This question was answered in Chapter 5 through a qualitative interpretative metasynthesis process. The results were synthesized into definitional buckets for each of the four
proposed meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical). The findings will be
discussed in a later section.
To Inform Practices and Theory
How could a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multiliteracies and
multimodality inform practices and theory for digital multimodal communication?
Chapter 1of this qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis included the central question of
the entire study. The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis (QIMS) methodology was used to
conduct this study. The QIMS methodology is a research methodology that can be employed to
handle a breadth of literature with the objective to “develop theory and inform practice and
policy” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 279). The wording of the central research question
incorporated this idea of the QIMS method into the question.
QIMS Method
There are several things to unpack from the central question itself. The first part is the
inclusion of qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis (QIMS) as a methodology within the
question. It is purposely placed within the question as this methodology provided us with a
unique opportunity to extrapolate data from a large body of literature. QIMS is a systematic
qualitative methodology developed by Aguirre and Bolton (2014). It provides an organized way
to “merge qualitative research” in order to gain a big-picture understanding of a phenomenon
(Miller et al., 2021, p. 1335). The qualitative methodology was borrowed from nursing which
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used qualitative meta-synthesis to develop theories or methods (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013).
Finding nothing compatible for social work research, Aguirre and Bolton developed QIMS to
“synthesize a group of studies on a related topic” to produce “an enhanced understanding” (p.
329).
There is no evidence that QIMS has been used as a methodology in communication
studies. The benefit to using QIMS is that it is robust enough to handle extensive literature
systematically in order to achieve a synergistic holistic view of the phenomenon. The
methodological implications of the QIMS method will be discussed later.
To Develop Theory and Inform Practices
The central question of this dissertation asks if the application of the QIMS methodology
to multimodality and multiliteracies literature would inform practices for digital multimodal
communication as well as inform theory. The central research question will be unpacked and
answered in this chapter: How does a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality
and multiliteracies inform practices and theory for digital multimodal communication?
In response to the central question of this study, five overarching themes have emerged
that inform practices and theory for digital multimodal communication. The five themes that
were extrapolated from the qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis study of the literature
include (1) four distinct meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal
literacy, and rhetorical literacy—exist in digital multimodal communication, (2) simplified
terminology is accessible, (3) three foundational literacies exist to support the four metaliteracies, (4) multiliteracies are synergistically layered, and (5) broad and fluid definitions are
necessary. The five overarching themes listed above could extend into theoretical propositions
for theory development. In future studies, the five themes could be used as a collective whole to
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test the efficacy of the proposed model. In a practical sense, the five overarching themes could be
used to develop pedagogical practices in professional and business communication classrooms.
A discussion of the theoretical and practical implications of these findings can be found in this
chapter.
To Show Evidence in Frameworks
RQ 1: How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and
multiliteracies frameworks provide evidence for the proposed meta-literacies in digital
multimodal communication?
Chapter 4 focused on the research question, and nine multiliteracies frameworks were
analyzed through the QIMS cycle of repetitive reading, data extraction, theme extraction, and
synthesis (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014). Chapter 4 unpacked the basic themes in each of the
multiliteracies frameworks and then synthesized them with the four meta-literacies (digital
literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy) to achieve a synergistic
understanding. The results of the synthesis and discussion were presented in Chapter 4 where the
evidence for the four meta-literacies could be found in the chronology of multiliteracies
frameworks.
In Chapter 4, a chronology of multiliteracies frameworks was thoroughly examined. Each
framework puts forth its own categorical ideations for what literacies constitute multiliteracies.
For example, Cook (2002) proposed six literacies that were noted to be related and layered.
Those literacies were basic literacy, rhetorical literacy, social literacy, technical literacy, ethical
literacy, and critical literacy. The categories, or literacies, from each framework served as
general themes that were analyzed and compared to the proposed meta-literacies—digital
literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literature. The proposed meta-
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literacies emerged as overarching themes that informed the organization and analyses in Chapter
5.
The five overarching themes that emerged from the qualitative meta-synthesis of
multiliteracies frameworks were previously listed and will be discussed later in this chapter. The
overarching themes from Chapter 4 will be synthesized with those from Chapter 5 in the
discussion section of this chapter.
To Create Definitional Buckets and Boundaries
RQ 2. How can a qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis of definitional literature based
on the proposed four meta-literacies inform their definitions and boundaries?
The second research question posed in this study was responded to in Chapter 5 where
the four meta-literacies served as an organizing construct for the data collection and the chapter
structure. Other themes that emerged from an inductive study of the academic scholarship were
related to terminology and included meta-literacies definitions, umbrella concepts, synonyms,
and related literacies. Each theme was explored and discussed under each of the four metaliteracy (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) heading. Following an analysis of those
emergent themes (meta-literacies definitions, umbrella concepts, synonyms, and related
literacies), the concepts were synergized into four definitional buckets (see Figure 1).
DISCUSSION (A THEORY OF META-LITERACIES)
In responding to the central question of the dissertation—how does a qualitative
interpretative meta-synthesis of multimodality and multiliteracies inform practices and theory for
digital multimodal communication—the discussion will examine the resulting overarching
themes and the four meta-literacies model. The results have implications for theory, pedagogy,
and workplace training.
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Figure 1
Qualitative Interpretative Meta-Synthesis Process Flow

The workplace skills gap is a common theme in the academic conversation that runs
parallel to multiliteracies. The digital skills gap has been noted by a numerous of scholars over
the years (Hobbs, 2017; King, 2015; Lodewick, 2022; Solis, 2022; Sparks et al., 2016). One has
to wonder if some of the issue is due to the lack of consistency in definitions and understanding
as to what constitutes an effective and multiliterate communicator in digital multimodal
environments. With clear conceptual understanding of what metal-literacies are needed,
instructors may be better able to adapt their pedagogies and curriculum to develop student
capabilities and cognitive skills to meet workplace needs. Additionally, practitioners may be able
to apply meta-literacy concepts to their own communication efforts in digital multimodal
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messaging to become more effective. If the boundaries and categories were made more
approachable and coherent, an individual tasked with creating a multimodal slide deck might be
able to use the meta-literacies defined and proposed here to improve their communication.
But how do the definitions and overarching themes uncovered in this qualitative inquiry
come together? Through systematically reviewing multiliteracies and multimodality literature
using the qualitative interpretative approach, this dissertation has shown that the four proposed
meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical
literacy—are evident in both multiliteracies frameworks (Chapter 4) and definitional literature
(Chapter 5).
A synthesis of the overarching themes from Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 will include (1)
evidence of four meta-literacies for digital multimodal communication; (2) simplified
terminology for of the four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal
literacy, and rhetorical literacy; (3) three foundational literacies that underpin the meta-literacies;
(4) a synergistic layering of literacies; and (5) broad and fluid definitions. The synergistic
understanding gained from the overarching themes will inform a theory of meta-literacies in
digital multimodal communication. The meta-literacies model will provide a practical and
approachable multiliteracies framework that could easily be adopted for both the classroom and
the boardroom (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2
Model of Meta-Literacies for Digital Multimodal Communication
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Evidence of Four Meta-Literacies
The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis approach applied in Chapter 4 gave
evidence of the four meta-literacies either implicitly or explicitly present in the frameworks. The
synthesis of the frameworks to the four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal,
rhetorical) informed the thematic structure in Chapter 5.
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In Chapter 5, the themes (definitions, umbrella terms, synonyms, and related literacies)
that emerged became subsections under each of the four meta-literacies—digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy. Each meta-literacy was
analyzed and interpreted based on the emergent themes. Finally, the data was synthesized into
four definitional buckets based on the proposed meta-literacies.
Simplified Terminology for Meta-Literacies
In both Chapters 4 and 5, simple and descriptive terms emerged that could be used to
simply characterize each of the four meta-literacies. McGrail et al.’s (2021) use of audience
rather than rhetorical literacy is an excellent example of a simple and descriptive term which
would be accessible to those outside academia. Sindoni and Moschini (2022) were very strategic
in their simplification of multimodal terminology because they wanted to provide a framework
that was usable and understandable yet grounded in theory. The four meta-literacies and their
complementary descriptive terms that emerged from the literature are highlighted in Figure 2.
Three Foundations for Meta-Literacies
One of the overarching themes that emerged from this study is that there are foundational
literacies that support all multiliteracies. Three foundational literacies became apparent through
the qualitative synthesis: (1) basic literacy, (2) critical literacy, and (3) sociocultural literacy.
Basic Literacy
Basic literacy could be described as traditional literacy (Cazden et al., 1996). The New
London Group has articulated basic literacy as “learning to read and write in page-bound,
official, standard forms of the national language” (p. 61). Kress (2003) has noted literacy as a
term that refers to “the use of the resource of writing” (p. 24). He also has included that it is
inclusive of “social, cultural, and personal” aspects (p. 24). In this expanded view of basic
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literacy, the synergistic layering that will be discussed later can also be seen. The four metaliteracies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy) rely
on the support of basic literacy. Without basic literacy, being a responsible digital citizen
becomes more challenging. Basic literacy enables a communicator to read a software tutorial to
increase competency, to combine text and image on a slide deck communication, and to research
an audience for a forthcoming speaking event.
Even within the three supporting literacies, the overarching theme of layering is evident.
Cook (2002) has viewed basic literacy through the lens of technical communication as the
“ability to read and write” (p. 8). Moyo et al. (2015) have also regarded basic, or traditional,
literacy as the “basis for all literacies” (p. 121). Although scholars like Snyder (2002) have
argued that basic literacy is “only part of what people have to learn to be literate” (p. 3), it is still
vastly important as a support for all literacies.
Critical Literacy
Critical literacy is another foundational literacy found throughout the body of reviewed
literature. In Chapter 2, the literature review began to unravel the interwoven nature of critical
literacy. Ng (2012b) noted the connection between critical thinking skills as a characteristic of
digital literacy while Arduser (2016) emphasized the need for developing critical thinkers
through multiliteracies in business communication. Secker (2018) suggested that technical
proficiency has been confused with critical thinking skills.
Critical literacy is also a common theme in frameworks that were explored in Chapter 4.
Cook (2002) included critical literacy as one of six literacies within a layered framework.
Interestingly, the author noted that critical literacy was the hardest to define because it is so
integrated with the others. Cook’s definition of a social literacy underscores the interconnectivity
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between social literacy and critical literacy. The prevalence of critical literacy throughout the
literature is a strong argument for including critical literacy as a foundational literacy upon which
the four meta-literacies are supported. According to Eshet-Alkalai (2004), a socially literate
person possesses critical and analytical reasoning skills. Selber (2004) included critical literacy
as one of three main literacies in a multiliteracies framework. Ng (2012b) proposed three
dimensions, including the cognitive dimension, of digital literacy and multiliteracies. The
cognitive domain is characterized by critical evaluation skills and supported by critical literacy.
Critical literacy also supports the technical dimension in Ng’s framework. The digital literacies
framework put forth by Feerrar (2019) has included critical thinking as one of seven
competencies. The sociocultural literacy included in Gallagher’s (2020) framework has reflected
the critical literacies proposed by Cook (2002) and Selber (2004). Sindoni et al. (2022) included
critical evaluations of multimodal text as a descriptor in multimodal orchestration.
The foundational role of critical literacy is also seen in the definitional exploration of
Chapter 5. Holloway and Gouthro (2020) have articulated that multiliteracies has a critical
theoretical lens that allow learners to develop those capabilities. In describing the hierarchy of
multimedia literacy, Hobbs (2012) has described four literacies that comprise multimedia
literacy. Those literacies include critical literacy, media literacy, information literacy, and visual
literacy. Gilster (1997) has referred to critical thinking as an art that the digitally literate
possessed. Serafini (2014) has perceived multiliteracies as an organizing construct made up of
critical literacy, media literacy, computer literacy, and others. Buckingham (2003) has proposed
that media literacy is a form of critical literacy that incorporates critical analysis, critical
evaluation, and critical reflection. Lemke (2006) has argued critical literacy in the multimedia
era to be critical multimedia literacy theoretically underpinned by social semiotics. Critical
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thinking skills are foundational for digital literacies including data literacy (Pangrazio et al.,
2020).
The proposed terminology, meta-literacies, coined in this this dissertation was influenced
by a similar term in library and information science. According to Mackey and Jacobson (2011),
metaliterary is an overarching construct under which multiple literacies can be unified. The
original term, metaliterary, includes concepts of collaboration and critical thinking in digital
environments. Those ideas of collaboration and critical thinking are mirrored in the use of metaliteracies as proposed in this dissertation. Again, the idea of critical literacy is embedded
throughout the proposed meta-literacies model.
Sociocultural Literacy
Sociocultural literacy is the third foundational literacy that underpins this dissertation’s
proposed meta-literacies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical
literacy). Gallagher (2020) defined sociocultural literacy as the “actionable knowledge of people
as they interact socially, ideologically, economically, and politically” (p. 37). For Craig (1999),
“cultural patterns and social structures” are integral to daily communicative actions (p. 144).
It is evident in the theoretical foundation of social semiotic multimodality that describes
meaning as being both socially and culturally constructed (Archer, 2022; Kress, 2010; Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2001). The importance of sociocultural literacy, and its related terminology, as a
foundational literacy is thematically evident throughout this qualitative meta-synthesis study.
Sociocultural literacy is a common theme among frameworks that were explored in
Chapter 4. For example, sociocultural literacy is one of five literacies including multimodal
literacy, rhetorical literacy, ethical literary, and technological literacy categorized by Gallagher
(2020) in a multiliteracies framework. Cook (2002) has included social literacy as one of six
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literacies in a multiple literacy framework. Selber (2004) had indicated that computer literate
individuals are able to portray good social conventions. Ng (2012b) has included a socialemotional dimension in a digital and multiliteracies framework. Feerrar (2019) has noted the
inclusion of social aspects to each of the seven competencies in digital literacy.
The exploration of definitions presented in Chapter 5 supports the proposition of
including sociocultural literacy as a foundation in digital multimodal communication. In defining
multimodal literacy, Taylor and Leung (2020) have noted that the literacy is embedded in a
sociocultural context. Serafini (2014) has also noted a social context within the related literacy,
visual literacy. As Selber (2004) defined what it meant to be rhetorically literate, social action
was included among the four parameters. Moyo et al. (2015) have echoed Selber’s inclusion of
social action in their definition of rhetorical computer literacy. Silicon literacy was shown in
Chapter 5 to be related to digital literacy. Snyder (2002) has expressed the social and cultural
context with silicon literacy. Cordes (2009) described multimodal literacies as a union of four
different literacies that included multicultural literacy among them. Arguing for the need to
include a multiliteracies framework as part of lifelong education, Holloway and Gouthro (2020)
have described the framework with aspects of multimodality, technology, and cultural diversity.
Sociocultural literacy permeates multiliteracies and multimodality. Because it is so
intertwined with all the literacies, it is proposed to be one of three supporting literacies, including
basic literacy and critical literacy, that provide a foundation for this study’s four proposed metaliteracies—digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy.
Synergistic Layering in Multiliteracies
Another pervasive theme the QIMS method revealed is the idea of synergistic layering.
That is, the various literacies that comprise the concepts of multiliteracies and multimodality are
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layered and dynamically interconnected. As List (2019) has articulated, “digital literacy may be
understood as an inter-related [sic] set of skills or competencies necessary for success in the
digital age” (p. 147).
Layering Terminology
The idea of a layered approach to multiliteracies seems to originate with Cook (2002) but
can be found in other related literature (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Feerrar, 2019; Gallagher, 2020;
McGrail, 2021; Ng, 2012b; Sindoni, 2022). Nichols and Stornaiuolo (2019) use this terminology
to describe digital literacy as being an “assemblage” that layers together historical meanings and
practices of literacies (p. 17). Moyo et al. (2015) have noted the layering of information
literacies. Dusenberry et al. (2015) have noted the importance of a “more layered approach that
includes acquiring literacies and competencies” in both technological and humanistic fields (p.
300). Rowsell and Burgess (2017) have postulated that modern multiliteracies are “far more
layered and variegated” now than they were when the New London Group’s “original manifesto
rendered them” (p. 74). Others like McGrail et al. (2021) have expressed the interconnectedness
of multiliteracies and the overlap (Smith et al., 2020).
Evidence within Umbrella Terminology
The overarching theme of synergistic layering between the multiliteracies becomes
evident when examining the relationships. In Chapter 5, an emergent theme was umbrella terms.
The umbrella terms, in the definitional literature, represented an organizing hierarchy
under which other literacies fall. As with other scholarly sources, the umbrella terms are
inconsistent and even contradictory to each other. For example, Koltay (2011) cited media
literacy as the umbrella term with digital literacy falling beneath the overarching term.
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Conversely, Churchill (2020) articulated digital literacy as the umbrella term with media
literature beneath it.
The inconsistencies of umbrella terminology in the literature serves to exemplify how
disorganized and convoluted the multiliteracies literature can be. As noted elsewhere in this
dissertation, part of the definitional confusion and messiness is due to the multidisciplinary
nature of scholarly research in multiliteracies and multimodality (Bateman, 2018; Bhatt, 2017;
Tønnessen & Forsgren, 2019)
Examples like media literacy and digital literacy changing places as umbrella terms also
supports the idea of layered or interchangeable terminology that emerged from Chapter 4.
Because the literacies are interconnected (Feerrar, 2019; Lauer, 2009; McGrail et al., 2021;
Pflaeging & Stöckl, 2021b) and layered (Cook, 2002; Dusenberry et al., 2015; McGrail et al,
2021) and synonymously interchangeable (Bawden, 2001; Bourelle et al., 2017; Lauer, 2009), it
is challenging to develop a universal hierarchy in multiliteracies.
Evidence within Synonymous Treatment
In Chapter 4, the theme of layered literacies emerged from the frameworks. Cook (2002)
introduced the concept and gave examples of how the literacies layer in practice. Other
multiliteracies scholars adopted layering terminology into their frameworks (see Eshet-Alkalai,
2004; Feerrar, 2019; Gallagher, 2020; McGrail, 2021; Ng, 2012b).
A common thread in Chapter 5 among the four meta-literacies (digital literacy,
multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy) was the existence of synonyms
throughout the definitional literature. At times, the synonyms were even one of the other metaliteracies. For example, multimodal and multimedia were noted to be synonyms of each other
(Lauer, 2009). Another example is media literacy which was noted to be synonymous with
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multimedia literacy (Buckingham, 2003) and synonymous with digital literacy (Pangrazio et al.,
2020). This serves to underline the idea that these literacies are layered and interconnected.
Example of Layering with Multimodal Literacy and Rhetorical Literacy
As one reads through the multiliteracies literature, an “inextricable link between rhetoric
and multimodal literacy” can clearly be seen (Bourelle et al., 2015, p. 307). Kress has
exemplified this connection throughout his writing (Bezemer, & Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010). In
one example, he notes that “texts are always multimodal, so the rhetorical and design decisions
lead to the making of ensembles of modes” (Kress, 2010, p. 157). Kress describes the “rhetorical
processes” as it is shown to “underlie, precede and then become design processes” (p. 212).
Sheppard (2009) has implicitly articulated the layered connection between rhetorical
literacy and multimodal literacy. She noted that designers of multimedia need to make
“rhetorical choices” that go beyond traditional “rhetorical concerns such as audience, purpose,
and context” (p. 122). Later in the article, Sheppard refers to the literacy needed to “use multiple
literacy in rhetorically meaningful ways” as multimodal literacy—seemingly using multimedia
and multimodal interchangeably (p. 127). Pflaeging and Stöckl (2021a) have described the
interconnectedness of rhetoric and multimodality as they “meet in an orientation” to the
meaning-making process and its “effects on the recipient” (p. 319). The multimodal decisionmaking is then “guided by rhetorical considerations (p. 319).
Example of Layering with Digital Literacy and Rhetorical Literacy
The overarching theme of synergistic layering can be exemplified by examining the
interplay between two of the four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical).
This section looks at the relationship between digital literacy and rhetorical literacy.
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McGrail al. (2021) have theorized the interconnectedness of literacies in multimodal
composition. Their framework for assessing multimodal composition reflects the overlap
between domains, or literacies, through guiding questions. The questions that guide the overlap
between originality—a domain that shares much commonality with digital literacy as posited in
this dissertation (also see Chapter 4)—and audience. Audience, as noted, is an aspect of
rhetorical literacy.
Broad and Fluid Definitions
A final overarching theme of this qualitative interpretive meta-synthesis is the need for
broad and fluid definitions in multiliteracies and multimodality. Kachorshky et al. (2017) have
argued that broadness has allowed for a diversity of research across multiple disciplines. They
have encouraged scholars to maintain this flexible tradition.
In Chapter 4, the New London Group’s (Cazden et al., 1996) multiliteracies framework
was discussed. The scholars had stressed the need for broadening the concept of literacy to
accommodate a new communicative environment. Cook (2002) has reflected the need for a
broader form of literacy. In constructing a framework for digital literacy and multiliteracies, Ng
(2012b) drew broad definitions together from multiple sources including the New London Group
(Cazden et al., 1996), Lankshear & Knobel (1998), and Eshet-Alkalai (2004). Feerrar (2019) has
encouraged multiliteracies and multimodality scholars to continue to revise and converse over
new frameworks and definitions. Definitions should remain broad, and they should remain fluid.
As Craig (1999) noted, communication is not and cannot be a “static field” as communication is
“endlessly evolving” (p. 123) as are the multiple literacies that support it.
In Chapter 5, as definitions were specifically explored, this theme of broad and fluid
definitions continued to be observed throughout the literature. Leaning (2019) has cited the broad
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collection of competencies in digital literacy. In a crucial evaluation of Gilster’s (1997) original
definition of digital literacy, Bawden (2001) has indicated Gilster introduced a general definition
that could be broadly applied. When comparing both literacies, Pflaeging and Stöckl (2021a)
have articulated the broadness of both multimodality and rhetoric. While broad and fluid
definitions are useful for fostering research, the myriad definitions and synonyms may also
hinder the precision and clear boundaries that practitioners may crave.
IMPLICATIONS OF QUALITATIVE STUDY
This qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis dissertation has implications that are
theoretical, methodological, and practical for digital multimodal communication.
Theoretical Implications
After more than a two decades of multiliteracies and multimodality research since the
New London Group (Cazden, 1996), multimodality is still considered an “emerging area of
study” (McVee, 2017, p. 149). Stordy (2015) has articulated the need for current taxonomies that
reflect the most recent developments in multiliteracies. Following the call of McVee et al.
(2017), this study offers a deep dive into the “substrata” (p. 148) multimodality and
multiliteracies literature to explore and interpret concepts and themes in naming, definitions, and
literacies within multiliteracies. The synthesis of information put forth by this dissertation could
inform other academic studies by providing a framework that is informed by a meta-synthesis of
frameworks, definitions, and conceptual understandings in multimodality. This qualitative
inquiry also underlines the importance for continued work in multimodality and multiliteracies.
A Framework for Digital Multimodal Communication
The meta-literacies proposed and theorized here serve as a practical beginning. By
creating definitional buckets, this dissertation has directly responded to calls for defining
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terminology in multimodality and multiliteracies and for providing taxonomies and frameworks.
While much work was done through this study, more work needs to be accomplished. Earlier
Lauer (2009) argued that the act of defining terminology is “important and necessary in any
field” (p. 225).
This dissertation took a unique approach for defining meta-literacies (digital, multimedia,
multimodal, rhetorical) for digital multimodal communication. By using the qualitative
interpretative meta-synthesis approach, the definitional buckets were informed by a metasynthesis of frameworks and a meta-synthesis of definitional themes (definitions, umbrella
terminology, synonyms, related literacies).
Spante et al. (2018) have called for future research in higher education that addresses
digital literacies and competencies. Specifically, they have noted the need for scholarship that
delves into the origins of the definitions. This study took a deep dive into multimodality and
multiliteracies which include both digital literacy and digital competencies. Chapter 5 dug deep
into the definitions of the meta-literacies including umbrella terminology, synonyms, and related
literacies to really understand the nuances that exist within this multidisciplinary topic.
Stordy (2015) has indicated the need for taxonomies of digital literacies that are reflective
of current developments. This dissertation has explored multiple data sources and conducted
multiple syntheses of the data to provide a theoretical model that incorporates four metaliteracies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) supported by three foundational literacies
(basic, critical, sociocultural). The result is four theoretical meta-literacies for digital multimodal
communication that may serve as the building blocks for future multimodal frameworks and
pedagogies.
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Need for More Work
While this study has explored a significant body of literature, clearly there is a need for
more work beyond what could be accomplished here. After two decades, multimodality remains
an “emergent area of study” (McVee et al., 2017, p. 149). As has previously been mentioned,
Feerrar (2019) has called for continued conversations and research in digital literacies. One
conversation in multimodality that needs to be continued, according to Brumberger (2019), is
research into assessment methods in visual literacy. For the purpose of this study, visual literacy
falls within the multimodal literacy definitional bucket. Brumberger has recommended drawing
from cognitive psychology research to understand the spectrum of literacy attainment from
novice to expert.
Methodological Implications
The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis (QIMS) approach has proved to be an
effective and useful tool for synthesizing information across a large body of information and
literature. A meta-synthesis methodology explores a set of studies that are focused on a singular
phenomenon or topic to achieve “generalizable results” (Leary & Walker, 2018, p. 530; also see
Finfgeld, 2003; Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Walsh and Downe, 2005).
Direct Quotations
In the process of synthesizing the data, it is imperative to maintain the “integrity of the
original study” (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 288). One approach that is recommended to “limit
the loss of original integrity” is to use direct quotations from the original documents (p. 288).
Since the participants in this study are the actual published articles that comprise the body of
scholarly literature, direct quotations are used throughout the study so the original voices can be
heard throughout the conversation.
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The QIMS approach that was employed in this dissertation allowed for the generation of
“conclusions, theory, and implications” that were the result of the “synergistic understanding”
achieved through the methodology (Aguirre & Bolton, 2014, p. 290). In this study, four metaliteracies (digital literacy, multimedia literacy, multimodal literacy, and rhetorical literacy) were
proposed. Through its recursive process, the proposed meta-literacies were synthesized in three
different ways: (1) through an examination of frameworks, (2) through an examination of
definitional literature, and (3) a synthesis of the two.
Practical Implications
The study began with a desire to create something useful for communication instructors,
practitioners, and learners to diagnose and assess digital multimodal communication. As a
business communication instructor in higher education, the researcher understands that there is
only so much content that can be taught in one course. The study was conceived from the need
for a digital multimodal communication tool that could be more diagnostic in nature. One
practical application of this study’s theorized model of four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia,
multimodal, rhetorical) for digital multimodal communication may be a self-assessment tool for
learners and practitioners to use as they craft multimodal communication in digital spaces. The
tool forces the communicator to assess all four literacy areas to ensure effective communication
results.
The problem with multiliteracies and multimodality is that the theoretical nature makes
the concepts unapproachable and difficult to apply. Teachers have criticized multiliteracies for
their inaccessibility for practical use in the classroom and for being “too theoretical and abstract”
(p. 28). The definitional confusion (Kjeldsen & Hess, 2021; Lauer, 2009; Tseronis & Forceville,
2017) makes it difficult to apply in the workplace. To make their concepts accessible, some
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scholars have adopted language that would be more approachable (McGrail et al., 2021; Sindoni
& Moschini, 2022). McGrail et al. (2021) is a great example of this with their terminology use of
audience rather than rhetoric.
Higher Education
Dusenberry et al. (2015) emphasized that 21st century communicators must be prepared
to navigate an evolving and complex work environment. They must be prepared to adapt to
“shifting communication practice of the information workplace” (p. 300). A multiple and layered
literacy approach that includes competencies has been recommended. The four meta-literacies
put forth by this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis incorporate all those aspects. It
emphasized a layered and integrated approach that incorporates the critical and sociocultural
responses that are needed in a diverse workplace. Dusenberry et al. emphasized the need for
multimodal pedagogy in higher education as workplace communication incorporates strategies
and tools that are multimodal in nature. Ball (2012) has recognized the need for multimodal
pedagogies that are rhetorical in nature. Bickmore and Christiansen (2010) have indicated that
new media has disrupted how traditional communication is taught. Students and instructors are
both required to work across multiple modes and mediums and genres. As the authors have
explained, many instructors are not adequately trained in multimodality and, in turn, are not
comfortable teaching it. This study provides a practical tool based in qualitative research that
may be more approachable for corporate training and higher education pedagogy.
Corporate Training
Multimodality and multiliteracies terminology may not be accessible to those outside
academia. As Lauer (2009) has noted, those who are not familiar with multimodality and the
“theoretical context surrounding” (p. 228) it may fail to see its real-world application. The
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proposed four meta-literacies model provides a simplified framework that allows practitioners to
examine digital multimodal communication in four major dimensions. Due to its simple form, it
is an approachable model and could be implemented into training modules for adult learners.
Pedagogy and Assessment
In the same way, a more approachable model for teaching and evaluating digital
multimodal communication is desirable for higher education classrooms. The four metaliteracies can be implemented into pedagogy so there is a common language and evaluation tool
that instructors and learners can utilize. Secker (2018) has articulated the need for institutes of
higher education to develop a “common framework” that maps out multiple literacies (p. 10). As
communication is “increasingly multimodal,” pedagogies that include corresponding teaching
and evaluation methods are needed (Creer, 2017, p. 331).
Many educators in both higher education and in K-12 simply lack the knowledge needed
for properly evaluating multimodal compositions and artifacts and tend to focus only on textual
elements (McGrail et al., 2021); Tan et al., 2020). The four meta-literacies would enable
instructors to have a framework to assess digital multimodal communication that directly reflects
the four major categories of multiliteracies. The four meta-literacies model would allow for a
holistic evaluation tool that focuses on literacy areas that need to be developed for effective
communication in multimodal environments. As a lens for feedback in digital multimodal
projects and composition, the model would allow the assessor a simpler structure for providing
corrective critique. The four meta-literacies would also give the instructor feedback as to what
gaps exist. The gaps could be a result of the learner’s background or may be a gap in the
instruction and curriculum. For example, a teacher may note that students have effective designs
that consider the intended audience but have not responsibly sourced graphs in their digital
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multimodal presentations. With this diagnostic information, the teacher could reteach or
introduce proper methods for attribution.
Emphasize Foundations Early
There are applications of the four meta-literacies theory for digital multimodal
communication to K-12 pedagogies and classrooms. Since the foundational literacies—basic
literacy, critical literacy, and sociocultural literacy—were so pervasive in the literature, schools
should prioritize those literacies as foundational in learning. For example, helping learners to
develop their critical evaluation and critical thinking skills will enable be a responsible consumer
and creator of multimodal communication. Opportunities to develop sociocultural literacy
alongside basic literacies should be explored as multimodal decision and design making is done
in the context of social situations and cultural norms.
DELIMITATIONS AND LIMITATIONS
The purpose of this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis was to propose four metaliteracies in digital multimodal literacy to inform business communication pedagogies and
practices. The investigation is concerned with multiliteracies and multimodality as it pertains to
digital multimodal communication. An example of digital multimodal communication is the
ubiquitous business communication artifact that exemplifies digital multimodal communication:
the slide deck. Slide decks are known by their software names including PowerPoint, Google
Slides, Keynote, Prezi, and others. Although a great deal of data was selected and analyzed, there
is no claim that this study has in any way exhausted all the literature related to multiliteracies,
multimodality, and digital multimodal communication.
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Following the Scarlet Thread

A clear limitation of this study when dealing with the vast amount of literature in
multimodality and multiliteracies is knowing which of the scarlet threads of inquiry to follow.
The data extraction process was a back-and-forth process of following citations that lead to more
relevant documents. While following some trails, it is inevitable that others would need to be left
for another time and another study.
Exploration Across Disciplines
Another limitation was the innate multidisciplinary nature of multimodality and
multiliteracies (Bateman, 2018). As previously noted, multiliteracies and multimodality
frameworks have represented interdisciplinary scholarship (Bhatt, 2017) from differing research
traditions (Tønnessen & Forsgren, 2019). Digging into all the disciplines and scholarly traditions
was certainly beyond the scope of this qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis examination.
Researcher Bias
Although the objective was to be as thorough and comprehensive as possible, choices had
to be made throughout the study on what to include and what to exclude. Undoubtedly, despite
best attempts, the researcher’s own limitations and intellectual biases are reflected. As Lauer
(2009) has noted, definitions tend to be adapted for their intended audiences.
FUTURE RESEARCH
Many exciting opportunities are available for future research. Brumberger (2019) has
encouraged researchers to explore outside academia. The impacts and practices of visual
literacies outside academia were noted as having the greatest research potential. An example of
an extension of this study outside the academy would be to duplicate the qualitative metasynthesis work in Chapter 4 using business-genre books. Many books have been written about
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best practices in slide deck creation. It would be interesting to explore the information for
evidence of the four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) and their
foundational literacies (basic, critical, sociocultural).
Test the Model of Four Meta-Literacies
A next step for the four meta-literacies in the multimodal digital communication model is
to empirically test it in academic and/or corporate training environments. A case study approach
could be used to test the four meta-literacies model on a common digital multimodal
communication artifact like PowerPoint slide decks within a learning environment such as a
corporate workshop or a business communication course. A case study has been defined as “an
empirical method” that can be used for in-depth examination of a phenomenon “within its realworld context” (Yin, 2018, p. 15). Learners could be taught the theoretical and practical aspects
of the four meta-literacies; then, those concepts could be applied as they compose a PowerPoint
slide deck. Student reflections could be gathered and used to gauge perceptions of the efficacy of
the four meta-literacies model for digital multimodal communication.
Another prospect for an extension of this study is to empirically test the four metaliteracies model as a diagnostic tool in a business communication classroom that includes digital
multimodal communication projects. Examples of digital multimodal communication projects
include slide deck composition, social media content creation, and data communication. Two
different studies could be performed to measure the efficacy of the model from the instructor’s
perspective and the learner’s perspective. Brumberger (2019) has called for research into
assessment methodology for visual literacy so a determination can be made as to whether or not
the learner is meeting the course outcomes and learning objectives. Tan et al. (2020) have
concurred and have articulated the need for developing assessments that include multimodality.
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Test Model for Social Media Communication Efficacy
Social media content creation would be an interesting environment in which to test the
four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal, rhetorical) in the digital multimodal
communication model. Social media is a form of digital multimodal communication that requires
communicators to compose with multiple modes of meaning. Multimodal messaging and
composition on social media platforms is “now essential if not ubiquitous parts of social,
economic, leisure, and other aspects of daily life” (de Roock, 2021, p. 185). An avenue of
research could be to teach the tool to learners so they can apply the four meta-literacies to their
digital multimodal composition. A case study could be set up where communicators create an
initial social media post and then reflect on their work. The reflection would become a baseline
for comparison later in the study. Following their initial post assignment, they would be taught
the theories and concepts behind the four meta-literacies (digital, multimedia, multimodal,
rhetorical) in the digital multimodal communication model. Then, they would recreate their
initial post based with the model as a checklist. Students could then reflect by comparing the two
posts and their impression of the efficacy of the model as a tool to help guide digital multimodal
communication creation.
Other Traditions in Digital Multimodal Communication
The qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis confirms that the body of digital multimodal
communication literature continues to be situated in Craig’s (1999) tradition of semiotics.
Further research might explore multimodal artifacts and production through the lens of other
traditions such as rhetoric or cybernetics.

FOUR META-LITERACIES

205
FINAL REMARKS

The genesis of this study was formed through classroom experience with digital
multimodal communication projects. As a former K-12 teacher and a current higher education
business communication instructor, I have noticed an interesting phenomenon in slide deck
creation and composition. As noted, slide decks are innately digital multimodal communication
pieces, and slide decks are ubiquitous in business communication. My undergraduate students
were producing slide decks that were comparable to what my former middle school students had
composed. What I was perceiving was a definite gap with a root cause that was not readily
apparent. Further, there is a noted digital workplace gap that appears to be growing. Pedagogy
just does not seem to be keeping pace with the rapid evolution of communication technologies.
As an educator, I had to ask what was lacking in their instruction that left such a gaping hole
between middle school and undergraduate learning. Thus, my search began for pedagogical
answers.
As I searched for answers in books and studies, I was looking for something that I could
easily apply in my classroom, and for a tool that I could share with my students for selfdiagnostics. To counteract workplace gaps, learners need to be empowered with tools and
strategies to perform self-diagnostics on their digital multimodal communications. As I searched
and read across multiple genres, I found there to be a theme: learners needed to possess multiple
literacies to be effective communicators. The four meta-literacies—digital literacy, multimedia
literacy, multimodal literacy, rhetorical literacy—represent a theme that seemed to emerge. This
qualitative interpretative meta-synthesis was an opportunity to widely explore and to dig deep
into the literature to find evidence of the model. This was a necessary step before a tool could be
developed that may be useful for pedagogical and training purposes. And as Smith et al. (2020)
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have suggested, “synthesising [sic] the conceptual elements of digital literacies in a way that

is concise and well-grounded is useful” (p. 4).
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